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Over the last two decades, international development

organizations and agencies have adopted "people's participation" as an
imperative of the development process.

Viewed as a prescription for

redressing the imbalance of power between different cultures and
systems of knowledge, its purpose has been a compensation for the
"developed" world's mind/colonialization of "developing" countries.

I

have discovered, through my own work as a Western academic engaged in

participatory educational projects in the refugee camp setting, how it
is possible to use "participation" as a "smoke screen":

we

masking how

manage and control the lives of the disenfranchised in carrying

out our quest for democracy, modernization, market economies and even

women's rights as human rights.
This dissertation examines a research process in context.

aspects of participatory action research,

I

Using

spent two months with two

groups of Cambodian women who had returned to their country after

spending a decade or more in refugee camps along the Thai -Cambodian
border.

The main intention of this collaborative research

relationship was to examine issues of reintegration.
The feedback from the refugee women in my previous work in the

camps and in this study with women returnees, coupled with the

examination of case studies and other qualitative studies from the
literature, has led to questions concerning the epistemological,

philosophical and political motivations underlying "participatory
policy, education, and research.
vi

The dissertation examines the what, where, why and how of these

considerations.

Positioning myself among post-structural and post-

modern as well as third world feminists, but with a sense of openness,
I

combine these world views in deconstructing the methods of

negotiation in knowledge production and the dialogic process required
in crossing cultural horizons with this particular group of women

returnees to Cambodia.

The purpose of the study is to explore ways of

carrying out "the cause for social justice, without destroying it in
the process?"

Vll
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

During a workshop on social cars in Site Two camp for refugees
on the Thai -Cambodian border, my intellectual/ spiritual path took a

crucial turn.
facilitators,

As an American academic, and one of the workshop
it had been my intention,

through the use of a

participatory educational methodology, to help traditional women
leaders

(Buddhist nuns) build confidence about their existing

knowledge in counselling younger women.

Informally, they were called

upon to use their life experience and the Buddhist teachings to help

women in the camps with severe problems such as depression, domestic
violence, alcoholism and suicidal tendencies.
this knowledge with others in the workshop.

I

asked them to share

Simultaneously,

I

was

attempting to create a more egalitarian relationship between the nuns,
myself, my Cambodian-American female co- facilitator and the other

workshop participants (younger Cambodian women who had received some
training in social care from aid agencies in the camps)

.

was not

I

surprised during the workshop by the resistance of some of the older
nuns to my democratic approaches to knowledge production.

surprised about the reasons they gave for this resistance.

I

was

They told

me that it was quite contrary to their belief of how one comes to be
in a position to teach others.

According to them, it is through good

acts that one earns merit, and accumulated merit brings a good result

A person who educates has earned this position through previous merit
making. To immediately assume that one's knowledge is valuable and

sufficient to teach others, simply because an outsider comes in and
says so, was ludicrous in their eyes.
At first,

I

flashed back to my own training in participatory

methods and the reasons for using them in the first place. Paulo
Freire, Rajeesh Tandon,
of expertise

societies

-

-

Fals Borda and others had warned how the cult

the holders of knowledge by the elites in many

had so successfully controlled the minds of the poor and

1

oppressed that they have been made to believe in the inevitability of
the socio-economic inequalities in their societies, and how ordinary

people begin to believe that they lack the capacities, the intellect
and the competence to produce

knowledge for solving their own, their

family's and their community's problems.

How was

I

to interpret what

had just taken place? On the one hand, the women were telling me about
their belief system

-

I'd learned previously that merit- making and

the values connected to it are an integral part of how people conduct

themselves in daily life in Southeast Asian Buddhist societies.
to suddenly take on the role of the expert and use my

Was

I

participatory

methods to lead them through an exercise of reflection which would
reveal how their religious belief system had duped them? How then

would

I

be any different than the power elites that may have planted

these seeds centuries ago? Was my egalitarian vision just and right,

and theirs false and deluded?
I

realized that the principles behind “participation”,

as an

attempt to promote environments of shared learning, empowerment, and

consensual decision-making, were moral principles conceived outside
the historical circumstances of this particular group of women.

by imposing it systematically onto our educational environment,

And,
I

was

operating from a presupposition based on my own historical
conditioning.

It made me profoundly self - critical of my approach to

cultural difference and

I

questioned not only my

methods, but the

epistemological and philosophical motivations which surrounded them.

Problem Statement
As

I

began to project this experience outward to others

involved in humanitarian endeavors, those seeking to encourage the
less fortunate then ourselves to take hold of their lives,

that

I

was not alone in this concern.

I

realized

My colleagues' and my goal to

encourage and create sustainable self-reliance in the poorer countries
through participatory non-formal education has been called, and
perhaps not unjustly:

"The Last Temptation of Saint Development
2

.

.

.

a new fetish of development workers,

.

.

.

because non-participatory

development has failed in every way" (Rahnema, 1990).
In the early 1970s,

the continuing failures of development

efforts in the so-called Third World sent policy makers scrambling for

something that would work.

By the early 1980s,

they saw increasing

trends of successful development efforts initiated and organized by

ordinary, common people at the grassroots level across the world.

Such successful efforts in many instances by poor, illiterate and
rural people pointed up the possibility that because they did succeed,
there may be something ‘correct' about their methods (Escobar, 1995;
Goulet,

1983; Graybill,

Tandon,

1989).

1995;

Harrell - Bond

,

1986; Marglin,

1996;

The development industry of planners and researchers

began looking into these successful attempts.

The 1990s has now

become the decade of "people's participation,"

a

catch-all phrase

which has led to policies, mandates, programs and methods.

As I've

illustrated in the case study above, it is used with different
meanings, can add to confusion and also abuse.
It speaks to me of the quandary faced each day by the refugee

program planner and practitioner as we witness whole segments of
societies in upheaval and the drastic role change required of men,

women and children which accompanies the refugee experience.

New

skills are needed as many refugee women must take on the role of head
of household.

An opportunity presents itself.

Guided by mandated

policy or simply a felt need, we seek to use this time to advance the
rights of refugees, and particularly women to participate in the

decisions which affect them.

However, despite the fact of forced role

deeply held
change, we are still confronted by customary laws and/or

traditions defining women's roles.

These traditions and laws not only

discussions in
inhibit some women's willingness to participate in
may prohibit
workshops and programs which they do attend, but also
Our personality
their participation in public gatherings entirely.
certainly factors
and adeptness at crossing cultural horizons are
of participation and the
which influence success in achieving policies
3

cause for women's advancement

-

however, is that the point? Is it a

question of finding techniques to better manage diversity or is some
distinctive and fresh alternative approach called for

-

one which does

not abstract the notion of participation, women rights as human
rights, modernization, or even democracy away from local contexts?

Statement of Purpose
This dissertation has grown out of a painful process, a dilemma
of wanting to help a people who have had deep suffering, without

causing more harm.

It is a complicated web of power that has been

woven in refugee and development settings throughout the world.

The

unraveling of these webs of power, and my complicity in them, became
essential to any continued work
In 1992,

I

might do overseas.

as repatriation began,

I

turned my attention to the

younger women in the Thai -Cambodian camps who were less influenced by
traditional restrictions on women's roles.
Site Two over a three-year period,

I

From previous visits to

had observed increasing numbers

of women taking advantage of a variety of skill training programs.

I

visited many of these programs, interviewed both the Cambodians and
the foreigners who ran them and found that, with a few exceptions,

they had strong Western biases toward medicine, mental health,

education of children and organizational development and

administration (Robinson, 1993).

By 1993,

the peace process had

resulted in the repatriation of all Cambodians from the border.

wondered

I

how these women had managed in Cambodia after repatriation

and if they would benefit from coming together to work through

whatever obstacles they'd encountered.

Participatory Research (PR) as

a concept,

approach and movement

and
also had its birth and meteoric growth during the 1970s and '80s
is

now in the 1990s

trend,

part of a contemporary fad, as well.

Trend or no

PR was and remains the least harmful form of research

I

know.

the
Since I'd chosen to combine my spiritual and academic paths as

vehicle for my ongoing work with refugee women,
4

I

acknowledged three

motivations prior to carrying out this research with this group of
returnee women and in meeting the requirements of the dissertation:
(X)

my research question of wanting to know if and how their education

in the camps had served them;

(2)

a

need to understand more fully the

power dynamics in our participatory agendas; and

(3)

the carrying out

of a vocation of Buddhist compassionate action.

After having completed and reflected upon the research process,
the purpose of the study became clear.

Through exposing the dynamics

of communication and particular facets of the relationship between

myself and a group of Cambodian women returnees in
research process,

I

a

participatory

am making a small contribution to the “how” of

human agency

Significance of the Study
There are several levels upon which this study may have

significance.

Hopefully,

it will contribute to the fostering of

appropriate approaches in both the policy of and practices in
"people's participation."
At the micro/practitioner's level, the study may serve as an

example of how theories of social injustice which the academic holds

prior to the facilitation of a participatory research process, can

become problematic when addressing the needs of co - researchers in
The conclusions extracted from the process help to shed

context.

light on the viability of this approach for others who wish to combine

participatory forms of research with an academic agenda.

Others

(Cancian,

1993;

Comstock & Fox, 1982; Hall, 1993; Maguire, 1987; Nyden

& Wiewal

1993;

Park,

,

1993;

Petras & Porpora,

1993) have examined the

process of doing participatory forms of research as academics.

Issues

which have been raised concern the role of academics in participatory
research, methods of collaboration, and the place of gender and

feminism in PAR.
In addition,
1995;

Haraway,

feminist pedagogists and researchers (Addelson,

1985;

Lather,

1991), have proposed as problematic:
5

"theory-building unmoored in any specific cultural practice which
could serve to ground that practice dialectically
1991, p.
is

36).

..."

They recommend theory-building in context.

(Lather,

This study

placed among those others engaged in academic pursuits with women

across cultures, who search for ways to maintain clarity of purpose

without theoretical imposition.
Finally,

some information will be contributed to the question

raised by this author and others, including the refugee women
themselves, regarding how we work with barriers to participation in

educational programs which prepare women for repatriation in the
refugee camp setting.

An initial search of the refugee education

literature shows only a few studies which specifically address the
time frame prior to and after repatriation (Halvorsen, 1993; Preston,
1993;

Sollis,

1994; UNHCR,

1991).

The studies listed only examine

educational issues in general terms, except for Preston (1993), who
looks at the reintegration of Namibian women employing both

qualitative and quantitative research methodology.
One research study scrutinizes adult educational methodology for

refugee women in sub-Saharan Africa (Cline-Cole, 1990) and supports

participation of refugee women in all phases of planning and
implementation of programming, using "women's rights as human rights"
and "education as a human right" as the basis for her argument.
Some refugee studies focus on the issue of gender and its

relationship to women's participation in educational programs and are

outwardly supportive of the "women's rights as human rights movement."
Respect for cultural diversity is stated in these studies, and they
are in most cases based upon a specific geographical and cultural

context.

However, cultural perspectives are of concern primarily when

identified as barriers to the outsider's educational, human rights or

development agendas (Cline-Cole, 1990, Forbes -Martin
1994; Radda Barnen,

1995;

Sollis,

1993; UNHCR,

,

1990, Oxfam,

1995).

Some studies actually place their emphasis on the investigation

refugee
of culture and customary law and the importance of approaching
6

women

s

protection, education and development with respect for

tradition while still maintaining some form of feminist (often Third

World or post-modern) position (Green, 1995; Robinson, 1993; Winship,
1994; Young,

1994).

In the fact that this study places emphasis on both "the

negotiation of meanings in context" and an empiricist view of
knowledge/ power relations

,

this author hopes to encourage and inspire

other academics to contribute to the redistribution of power relations
as it regards practices in knowledge production while advocating for

building "grounded" theory with those whose lives we care so much
about

Assumptions, Limitations, and Clarifications

Assumptions
This study was undertaken with a set of ideological assumptions,

and certain limitations will inform and shape the nature of the
research.

Many of the assumptions are outlined in the Ethical

Position Statement.

Ethical Position Statement
In the investigation of a topic for the dissertation, a lens is

fixed upon a field and context chosen by the author.

A theory or

theories often underlie the study which raise questions gleaned from
the experience and prior research of the author and others in her

field.

Two statements of the obvious, granted; however, a primary

concern of this author

is:

who ultimately benefits from the

investigation?
In the writings of post-structuralism,

and participatory research with which

I

reflexive anthropology,

partially position myself, is

the
constructed a view which illuminates the imbalance apparent in

world's system of knowledge and its production.

which correlates knowledge with power.
7

It is a position

Reflexive anthropology views

the powerful as those who intellectualize and represent the cultures

of others.

The process of doing research, writing it up and

publishing it, "facilitates the construction of ‘other' as
simultaneously different and inferior” (Lughod, 1993,
structuralists ask:

9).

p.

Post-

how does the information from Western academic

studies such as this, manipulated in the creation of institutions and
jobs,

in the long run serve those whose problem is being named

in

-

this case, Cambodian refugee women leaders, educated previously in
camps,

and now coping with life after repatriation?

Mired in the conflicting ethics of doing academic research,
other questions arise as to whose views and experience will be

portrayed in the interpretation and categorization of research
results, and who will ultimately benefit from their publication.

Recognition of the "politics of representation" has led to an
affinity with a "post-modern" perspective.

I

have danced with the

observations of the post-modernists and their profound skepticism that
any human truth is a simple objective representation of reality.

The

post-modern explanation that societies and individuals construct their
own reality through language and thought fosters a more balanced and

pluralistic view of the knowledge power equation.
Forms of research which are participatory in nature, such as

Participatory Research, place the tools of inquiry into the hands of
those whose lives are most affected by its outcome.

The analysis of

data between the academic and her co - researchers helps both parties

discover ways to address the problems which are revealed.

The

contextualized truths which result from participatory investigations

would seem to question the viability of theories which
have projected regarding dominating knowledge, as well.

I

and others
In fact,

participatory research itself has its roots in historical theories
the
regarding oppression and emancipation, both conceived outside of

contexts in which they are applied.

Post-modernism,

it seems,

leaves

in a sea of
this matter of knowledge/power and social justice floating

relative indeterminacy.

Filtered through another ethical lens, the disparity explicated
above may be rendered embraceable.

Human Rights,

In his article on Buddhism and

the Thai Buddhist scholar,

Sane Rajavarmuni of Thammasat

University quotes another Buddhist scholar from Japan, Soedjatmoko:
The single-minded pursuit of a single value, or a single
goal is the greatest enemy of social justice.
This
struggle for freedom requires above all the intelligence
in knowing how to wage it without destroying it in the
process.
It may well depend upon our capacity to
realize a multiplicity of conflicting values
simultaneously.
(1978, the Ishizaka Memorial Lectures)
.

.

.

My own exploration as a Zen Buddhist practitioner, attempting to

understand more fully the spiritual need to do service through
compassionate action, has made me aware of a recurring, but misguided
thought:
that,

that

instead,

I

can fix the world.

I

the world changes me;

am beginning to understand

that it is the suffering of the

world which moves me to compassion, to awareness, to sympathy, to
That in the negotiation of meaning with others, that it all

love.

becomes an "inside" event.
Being an educator, however, begs the taking of
is a political act to educate.

Even if

I

I

position.

It

see myself as a facilitator,

attempting to minimize the imposition of my views on
adults,

a

cannot separate myself from my location:

a

group of

my history,

the

institution which pays me, my skin color, my education and what it may
represent to a group of students.

being aware of how attached
of my life,

and my opinions.

I

I

can, however, work inwardly

am personally to my views,

-

the content

Buddhist practice has encouraged me to

raise questions and do dialogue in the spirit of "don't know mind.
No one has written so completely about Buddhist social action

than Vietnamese Zen Master, Thich Nhat Hahn.

The fourteen precepts of

the "Order of Interbeing" were first introduced to me during a retreat
in Hawaii.

They were chosen by my own Buddhist teacher at the time,

Robert Aitken, a strong advocate for "socially engaged Buddhism".
They are a unique expression of traditional Buddhist morality coming
The precepts grew out of the war

to terms with contemporary issues.

Southeast
and devastation that was the daily experience for many
9

Asians during the past several decades.

guiding force in my life, the actions

I

I

have chosen them as a

take.

Throughout the dissertation, the precepts of the Order of
Interbeing will be scattered as guides for myself and perhaps for the
reader as well.

Beginning with

The first precept

doctrine,

.

.

.

.

Do not be idolatrous about or bound to any

theory or ideology, even Buddhist ones.

Buddhist

systems of thought are guiding means; they are not absolute
truth

Limitations
In the literature and case studies outlining the parameters of
PR,

it is clear that the research agenda should come from a community

This particular group of women, although having had similar

itself.

experiences were not a cohesive community.

They were individuals

being invited to come together, as a paid job, to process with an
outside researcher.

The chances of their carrying out action plans

together were limited to the time we spent together.

They made it

clear that they were too busy with their own survival and did not
choose to keep meeting as a group after the researcher returned to the
However,

United States.

they put a great deal of emphasis on my role

to write up the results of the research and distribute it to non-

government organizations, government ministries, and the United
Nations groups still involved with refugee reintegration activities in

Cambodia (see reciprocity section of Chapter
It is recognized that

I

6

and Appendix)

will receive the credit,

the graduate

degree, some prestige in my field and perhaps a journal article or two
for this.

The women will not.

Clarifications
Refugee

-

the term refugee is used to refer to a person who has

fear and
crossed an international border in response to feelings of

such as
desperation due to living conditions in her/his home country
10

strife,

oppression, environmental degradation, economic

impoverishment, and has been granted United Nations recognition.
Re turnee

-

returnee refers to a refugee or displacee who returns

by their own action, by agency sponsored repatriation or "refoulment"
(forced return) to her/his homeland.

Epistemology

-

is a

branch of philosophy that can be described

as the "theory of knowledge":

how human beings acquire knowledge; how

they understand.

Khmer

-

in the dissertation, Khmer and Cambodian are used

interchangeably.
people.

Khmer is actually the ethnic name for the Cambodian

There are other ethnic groups in Cambodia besides the Khmer.

However, most of the Cambodian people refer to themselves as Khmer and
it is also the name given to the language of a large majority (99%) of

the population.

Culture

-

a word invented by Western anthropologists that stands

for the phenomenon of human beings.

When referring to human culture,

its definition refers to aspects of a general pattern or whole.

Culture is also used to refer to specific historical and geographical
traditions.

When an anthropologist speaks of people belonging to

different cultures, then they are referring to

a

very basic kind of

difference, suggesting that there are specific varieties of the

phenomenon of human beings.

An anthropologist must use his or her own

culture (relative objectivity) to study others and to study culture in
general.

The understanding of another culture requires the

relationship between two varieties of human phenomenon; it aims at the

creation of an intellectual relation between them, an understanding
that includes both of them.

In this definition all cultures are

assumed to be equivalent (cultural relativity)

.

The anthropologist

experiences the subject of his or her study through the world of his
or her own meanings,

and then uses this meaningful experience to

communicate an understanding to those of his or her own culture
Therefore, anthropology remains an ideology rather than a science.

Culture is not, therefore, a static phenomenon in this definition.
11

Cataclysmic events can alter cultures quickly, or they can change

gradually with the influence of both inner and outer phenomenon.

The

coming together of two cultures can mean that one or both are changed.
Each individual views his or her culture differently and this is

referred to as cultural identity.

Identifying others as having a

culture in this description becomes problematic on many fronts.

This

author is aware of the fictitious and static nature of cultural

accounts and uses the word with this in mind.

Third World Feminism

-

As a result of Western feminist frames of

analysis, a homogenous notion of the oppression of women as a group is
assumed, which in turn produces the image of an "average" Third World
woman.

.

.

.

This results in an assumption of women as an always

already constituted group, one which has been labeled "powerless,"
"exploited," "sexually harassed," etc.

According to Third World

feminists this assumption denies the socio -historical and cultural

specificities of their existence.

Third World feminists believe that

Western constructions of feminism fail to understand the multimultifarious nature of oppression which includes racism, colonialism
and imperialism.

Post-modernism

-

The post-modernist movement states that

knowledge is historical and contextual, and that it

particular discourses.
power.

is a

product of

The discourses that create knowledge create

In its critique of "Modernism" and the Enlightenment ideals of

inherent structure in language and social relations, post-modernism
rejects the idea that a subject creates knowledge through rational

abstraction.

Post-modernism refuses to see humanity as

a

unitary

subject striving toward a goal of perfect coherence (in its common
stock of beliefs) or perfect cohesion and stability (in its political

practice )

.

Post-modernists speak against an absolutist, unitary

truth.
concept of truth; paving the way for a plural understanding of
It allows for heterogeneity,

fragmentation and "truths.

They

advocate for pluralism in morals, politics, and epistemology.

They

all humanity,
don't believe that a single source of theory can drive
12

nor do they believe it is possible to create a common language to make

everyone answerable to a single standard.

Post-modern Feminism

Those feminists who are attracted to

-

post-modernism claim that feminism and feminist literature have
evolved for over two decades of re-thinking the "subject" and

questioning theory in all disciplines, as well as the debates on
difference.

They claim that this historical trek has taught them that

there are no finite answers, no certainties in any one position.

It

has also meant that trajectories of difference cannot be subsumed

under a generalized "other".

However,

the post-modern feminist is

cautious about the abandonment of the subject and, by extension, the

rejection of grand theory.

They see how it may have serious political

consequences for all marginalized groups which attempt, at this

historical juncture, to re-define their subjectivities and identities,
and theorize self/other relations from their standpoint.

Indeed post-

modern feminists believe that development programs to which refugee
women (and all refugees generally) have been forced to acquiesce
undermine their capacity as

a

within the limits of nature.

culture to subsist and adapt creatively

Post-modern feminists advocate the

necessity of recovering and defending that capacity, but are divided
as to how it should be addressed.

Post- structuralism

-

Post- structuralism is a French

philosophical discussion of the late 1960s, the 1970s to the present.
From the post-structuralist point of view, people are not autonomous,

rational beings, but rather entangled in a world of "inscribed
language."

The theory of post- structuralism questions assumptions

about how knowledge originates.

Joined to this is the investigation

of how power and knowledge are associated.

In post - structuralism key

questions are posed such as "who is speaking?",
to the speaker?",

knowledge?"

"what power is given

and "what assumptions exist to create this

Pertaining to

a

"Third World" perspective,

question is "who speaks for whom?"

the pertinent

Post-structuralism shares with

post-modernism an anti - foundational epistemology, rejecting
13

foundational truths located in disciplinary knowledges, and the

unitary rationalist subject as foundational to all knowledge.

The

post- structuralist agenda focuses on the deconstruction of taken-for-

granted historical structures of socio - cultural organizations within

which various versions of the "individual" and the "social" have been
written.

It rejects the universal subject and takes issue with the

centuries - long rule of Enlightenment epistemology and its fictions of
the individual

Deconstruct

the dismantling of a system of thought to reveal

-

the elements of power inherent in its construction.

Repatriation

the physical movement of refugees from camp and

-

other settings in asylum countries back to their country of origin.

Reintegration

-

taking place after repatriation is complete, the

integration of refugees into the social fabric of community life in
their country of origin, after a period of time in exile.

There is an

assumption here that nothing has changed in the community since they
left.

That it is the returnees who have changed and must adapt back

into the old way of life.

This is noted as not true,

if for no other

reason than the conflict which caused the refugee situation in the
first place.

Participation

-

popular participation has been defined in the
a people - centered learning process

development field by UNICEF as:

that can transform local patterns of awareness, equalize distributions
of power and resources, and increase participation in development

activities.

It brings outside researchers and local participants

together in joint inquiry, education and action on problems of mutual
interest.

Ideally, all such participation promotes empowerment as

well as understanding.

Participation in the refugee setting has been

defined by Harrell-Bond (1986,

p.

4)

as being about the poor

s

empowerment in taking control of their own lives, about being able to
involve themselves effectively in decision-making.

At a minimum,

this

and
requires providing the means to acquire access to information
forces
providing opportunities for people to examine both the external
14

which oppress them as well as their own values

condition their responses.

and.

beliefs which

Only then can the poor begin to devise

strategies to combat the forces that oppress them.
Since both definitions are being deconstructed by the

dissertation,

would like to assert that participation must be

I

defined for the people according to their understanding of it.

If

this understanding can be considered next to our understanding in

dialogue and a reasonable combination arrived upon, then this will be

sufficient to proceed with any action which helps to alleviate

suffering

Participatory Action Research
contains three activities:

-

a process of

research which

research, education, and action.

Coined

by Vio Grossi, as a social action process which starts from the
concrete and specific reality of a group, PAR incorporates people's

viewpoints in order to contribute to

a type of social

transformation

that eliminates poverty, dependence and exploitation.

(This

definition does not contain the possibility of the rejection of

participatory methodology by co - researchers

.

This researcher would

like to acknowledge and embrace this possibility.)

Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter

2,

the statement of the problem is combined

with an

historical and contextual trek through the sources and origins of the
theories and policies which are the current inspiration of our

educational and participatory practices with women in the refugee camp
setting
Chapter

3

will review the literature regarding the theoretical

underpinnings and practical implementation issues surrounding

participatory research and the placement of this study:

historically,

theoretically, and practically.

Chapter 4 looks at methods within participatory research
design in
generally in order to place the methods within this research

perspective
15

Chapter

5

describes the context of the research in the Thai-

Cambodian camp setting, introduces the reader to the co - researchers
and describes the camp programs in which they and other women were
involved.

In addition,

Chapter

5

describes the structure and

considerations of the repatriation process and some aspects known to
the author about reintegration activities.

Chapter

6

and then presents the research process with the

returnee women in a chronological way.

Chapter

7

is the

chapter of the description of relationships,

where the process of doing the research is framed, dissected and

deconstructed according to the knowledge/power issues raised
throughout the dissertation.
Chapter

8

is

the place where the elements of Chapter

7

are

synthesized in laying out ongoing questions and the nature of our

participatory policies and practices in the future.
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CHAPTER

2

BACKGROUND OF THE PROBLEM

Do not say untruthful things for the
—HAH £jl precept
sake of personal interest or to impress people. Do not
utter words that cause division and hatred
Do not spread
news that you do not know to be certain
Do not criticize
or condemn things that you are not sure of.
Always speak
truthfully and constructively. Have the courage to speak
out about situations of injustice, even when doing so may
threaten your own safety.
.

.

.

Participation has been an issue for debate in refugee

development discourse for ten years or more.

While recognized as an

important part of the development process, popular participation had

lagged behind as an accepted part of refugee programming.

"Refugee

participation probably has the worst ratio of rhetoric to reality of
any concept in the refugee field,
Martin,

1991,

p.

10)

.

"

said Clark in 1989

Mallock-Brown

'

s

(in

(Forbes-

1984 criticism bit to the core

of the issue:
I would hope that experts will never again have the
effrontery to sit down together to discuss refugees
without refugees being present, but I doubt it. Refugee
work remains, perhaps, the last bastion of the ultrapaternalistic approach to aid and development.
It is hard
to think of another area where the blinkered nonsense of
the "we know best for them" approach survives so
unchallenged, (as quoted in Harrell-Bond & Karadawi, p.

254)

.

Women refugees, according to Cline-Cole (1990), in her study of
nine Sub-Saharan African refugee projects

deserve protection as part of their international
rights and part of the mandate assigned to the UNHCR.
However, protection should include more than security of
It encompasses the assurances for
life and property.
these refugee women to be able (once international
assistance ceased) to continue life without dependency on
agencies.
Thus, programs designed and implemented must
assure refugee women are consulted, utilized where
appropriate, and helped to learn how they can be selfsufficient by making use of their experience as existing
resources to be relied on.
(p. 7)
.

.

.

The fact that development researchers, practitioners and policy

makers saw a distinct need to expose the absence of collaborative

decision-making in the refugee setting has been part of

a larger

disclosure in the alternative development literature about the
17

failures of development policy from the 1950s to the present.
see

the unfolding of this chapter,

As we

the absence and eventual

appearance of the imperative of "people's participation" in the
tsfu-gs© setting,
is,

in fact,

especially as it involves women, is not unlike, and

connected to how it has come to be used in the larger

world of development.

Herein lies the problem and in the refugee

context it is convoluted indeed.

The International Refugee Regime
The moment they cross an international border in response to

feelings of fear and desperation, due to living conditions in their
home country such as civil strife, oppression, environmental
degradation, and/or economic impoverishment, and are recognized by

officers of the United Nations High Commission on Refugees, as
"refugees," every man, woman and child comes under the umbrella of

refugee policy.

If their flight terminates in a camp setting,

then

they are usually recipients of, or participants in UN, international
non- government organizational (NGO)

and private voluntary

,

organizational (PVO) aid and development programs as well.
The system of causation in the formation of programs for

refugees might appear on the surface to be a response to individual

refugee circumstances.

However, a more in-depth look reveals a far

more complex international system.

In our news each day,

the

headlines illuminate the perplexity of relationships among
international non- government organizations, states and the UN, and the
impact this has on the lives of refugees.

International bodies such as the United Nations High Commission
on Refugees and the mandates which govern their policies are tied to

international laws agreed upon and adopted by member states of the

United Nations.

International refugee law is also characterized by an

absence of authority higher than the state, and states can override
the mandates of the United Nations,

security.

in the interests of state

The concept of state security is an intensely political
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one,

and controlling state borders and the composition of its

population is an important security concern.
The response of the international community to refugee movements

after World War
Nations.

I

corresponds to the formation of the League of

Because the League of Nations, and eventually the United

Nations, were formally established through state negotiation, there is

broad consensus that all states should be held together by one
dominant culture or ideology (Luper-Foy, 1988).

This holistic or

"idealist" approach draws on the Kantian tradition and is concerned

with developing a community of humankind through transnational bonds,

cooperation and moral imperatives (Bull, 1986).

This notion of

universalism requires humankind to think about state boundaries in
terms of universal happiness and goodness.

The idealist school

believes that security is a consequence of peace, and the conditions
for peace can be established through interdependent relationships that

transcend national boundaries.

However, even at the point of the

formation of the League of Nations, it became evident that laws

pertaining to refugees reflected

a

discrepancy between humanitarian

and state - centric goals (Hathaway, 1990).

Repatriation
Often state-centric goals are linked with far more than border
issues.

Dictated by capital accumulation and circulation, capitalist

nations, as the largest financial contributors to the United Nations,

have had much to do with the recent nature of durable solutions for

refugee flows.

Until the late 1980s, methods of dealing with refugees

included the political de - legimation of the state (often communist)

which actually caused the refugee flow, and the promotion of permanent
exile or resettlement.

Now, with the end of the cold war,

there is a

distinct move toward returning refugees to their countries of origin,
and subsequent state and UN support for the reconstruction of these

refugee-producing nations.

The strings attached to this aid and

development flow are almost always tied to the creation of democratic
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states.

Market economies work best when individuals are able to be

free consumers of foreign products, and to produce much needed labor
for foreign markets.

The World Bank Atlas

,

published in January of 1995, identifies

the countries which now take in refugees as among the poorest in the

world.

The vast majority of refugee women, children, and men (94%)

remain in countries located next to or near their state of origin
until it is safe for them to return home.
The UNHCR works in cooperation with host governments, private

voluntary organizations (PVOs) and non- government organizations (NGOs)
to meet the immediate survival needs of refugees.

operational agency.

The UNHCR is not an

Therefore, as a specific refugee situation

stabilizes (somewhat), different organizations, depending on their
area of expertise, help in implementing refugee programs.

The UNHCR,

after ensuring care and maintenance at the initial stage, often turns
its attention toward some kind of durable lasting solution.

solution, based on the factors outlined above,

repatriation back to the country of origin.

And this

is most frequently

In this case,

it becomes

imperative, due to the aid and development funds necessary to rebuild
the country of origin,

that programs in the refugee camps aim toward

making refugees self-sufficient and less dependent on the UNHCR, the
other agencies, or the host country as they prepare for their lives

back home
With the economic burden of reconstruction falling on states,
the interests of researchers, policy makers,

and practitioners alike

manage to ignore community level concerns, as refugees become objects
in the larger movement of political and economic forces.

Finding

positive political space within the international system for
individual and community level interests of refugees is difficult and
of particular concern to refugee women.
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Women Refugees
The traumatic events preceding, during, and after the flight of

tsfugees, cause disturbances in traditional family structures.

If

they survive the initial period prior to flight, men often stay behind
to fight in resistance forces,

crossing the border into camps to see

family members when possible.

This has resulted in large portions of

camp populations with women-headed households (Martin- Forbes
In fact,

a 1995

,

1991).

report on refugee women, published by the United

Nations High Commission on Refugees, revealed that eighty percent of
all refugee populations are women and their dependents.

Young (1994)

paints a bleak picture of the refugee woman's plight:
They are marginalized by a state - centric international
refugee regime at both the macro (systemic) and micro
(third world refugee camp) levels.
This marginalization
threatens their physical survival and forces refugee women
into conditions where they are unable to maintain
autonomous, independent and culturally diverse existences.
v)

(p.

She goes on to claim that women's concerns are subordinated to
the interests of states and to the modernization imperative inherent
in development initiatives.

Though modern liberal Western feminism reveals the general
circumstances in which refugee women live and makes
attempts to redress them through international human
rights law and development initiatives it employs a
monolithic framework to solve refugee women's problems and
therefore continues to be part of their marginalization
,

(P-

v)

In her thesis, Young (1994),

traces the invisibility of refugee

women to the discourse within what she calls the "international
refugee regime, such as "women's special needs" or "self-sufficiency."
She claims that this discourse forms a "management culture," which she

defines as
an institutional attitude: where power emanates from
above and is usually exercised by white males; where
efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and self sufficiency are
(at least rhetorically) emphasized; where little political
space is allowed for diversity, autonomy, or grassroots
control; where emphasis is placed on market-oriented ends
rather than socially acceptable means, as well as concrete
goals that can be achieved in short time spans (such as
and where flexibility
the alleviation of malnutrition)
regarding such things as program implementation and the
(p. 5)
reality of women's lives is nowhere to be found.
.

.

.

-

;
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Young adds, and

I

concur,

that this management culture is also

"excessively Western in its orientation"

(p.

In fact,

4).

I

find much

of what Young proposes is a viable explanation of my own experience in
the refugee camps.

However, not all of the energy produced in the

formation of programs for women refugees has been generated by states
or by the United Nations
As the abuse of refugee women by pirates in the Gulf of

Thailand,

the rape of thousands of Yugoslavian women as an act of

"ethnic cleansing," as well as the systematic torture of refugee women
in Latin America became front-page news in the last few years,

the

"vulnerabilities" and "special needs" of refugee women became the

business of the public at large --and a matter of Universal Human
Rights Law.

A question emerges from this fact:

Is

the mobilization

of forces which create policies and programs for the protection of

refugee women from violence and torture, or their universal right to
education,

(clearly humanitarian needs), synonymous with the forces

which create policies and programs for refugee women's
educational/economic outcomes (state-centric needs to create selfsufficiency in preparation for repatriation)?
Refugee law is not needs-based specifically in the interests of

refugees per se--it focuses on government misconduct and the need to

govern the disruption of regulated international migration in
accordance with state interests (Hathaway, 1990).
on the other hand,

is

Human rights law,

needs -based and is concerned with defining the

basic duties of states toward its citizens.

The challenge for those

seeking solutions to issues for women refugees has recently been to

realign refugee law with international human rights law.

Young (1994)

,

According to

the international refugee regime has shown an emerging

realignment that seems to be focussed on the restoration of refugee
rights to community membership

(p.

48).

In fact,

the UNHCR's

preconditions for participation in organized repatriation are stated
as follows:
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First and. foremost, repatriation must be voluntary.
Secondly there must be a clear and unequivocal agreement
between the host community and country of origin regarding
both the modalities of movement and the conditions of
reception; thirdly, it is vitally important that returnees
be allowed to return to their places of origin
ideally
to their home villages, their homes, their land.
(p. x)
,

_

-

Regime Theory
/oung (1994) suggests that the way in which transnational

relationships manifest into programmatic approaches in the refugee
setting is

through regulation by agreements, institutions, and common

ideologies which tend to reduce the coherency of the state by tying it

tightly into a global society"

(p.

19).

This transnational

relationship is referred to in the international relations literature
(Krasner,

1983; Young,

1989) as an "international regime."

two kinds of regimes," according to Young (1994):

"There are

"those which are

dynamic and those which exist to maintain the status quo"

(p

.

40).

She sees the international refugee regime as a status quo regime

informed by the state - centric perspective.

However, because the

rhetoric of the regime has been to promote humanitarian goals, it is
more difficult to pin down.

In fact,

the international refugee regime

has allowed Third World states and international organizations to
bring, with some success, an "idealist" perspective to the regime's

agenda- -promoting such topics as refugee protection, participation and

women's rights as human rights.
Regime theorists posit that one of the reasons that regimes form
is to help actors realize common interests

in an efficient manner.

The use and scope of knowledge within the regime is tied to a

definition of knowledge as

"the sum of scientific

.

information, and of theories about that information, which commands

sufficient consensus

.

.

.among interested actors to serve as a

guide to public policy designed to achieve some social goal" (Hass,
1980,

p.

367).

If this is the case,

let's examine more fully how the

range of refugee women's issues has been manipulated by the

international refugee regime and how the education of women, as well
23

as

people

s

participation," has actually become a component of the

regime's overall goals.

The Laws, Rights and Policies of the International Refugee
Regime which Affect Refugee Women

Revelations in the media, persuasive demographics, and the
impact of the International Women's Rights movement from the 1970s to
the present on international development policy, have moved

consideration for the needs of refugee women beyond notoriety into the
agendas of conferences and working groups internationally.

international women's rights agenda and human rights law
regards education,

for example,

The
as it

-

are intertwined with the UN and

international law as regional and world conferences on women and on

education for the disenfranchised of the developing world, and the
recommendations which flow from them, challenge governments and UN
bodies to take action on protection, discrimination and education
At this level, representatives from governments,

issues for women.

non-governmental organizations, women's caucuses, and coalitions join
Recommendation documents indicate

together and agree on declarations.

that a portion of the intended audience (governments) is interested in
the relationship between women's rights and economic development:

Investing in non- formal education for women with its
exceptionally high social and economic return has proved
one of the best means of achieving sustainable development
There is evidence that education has
and economic growth.
an impact on health, mortality, productivity, household
The social returns to a
income and fertility rates.
woman's education go far beyond individual welfare and are
(Conference Report,
vital to national development.
Beijing, 1995)
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states explicitly,

everyone has the right to education

.

The fourth International Adult

education

Education Conference held in Paris in 1985, declared adul
as a human right

.

The conference's recommendation came to stress the

relevance of adult education for equity issues such as:

full equality

life of
of access to education, employment and participation in the

society for women and disadvantaged groups (UNESCO, 1985).
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The 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
provides
t ^ at

c p ntra cting

—accorded

if:

states shall ac c ord to refugees the same treatment as

na tionals with respect to education

By 1988,

.

the UNHCR

incorporated UNESCO's 1985 recommendations for adult education into
its Protection policy.

At the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, China in

September, 1995, women's rights as human rights was again reinforced
as a universal agenda qualifying itself through a statement of respect

for the diversity of women's needs worldwide.

1

The "Platform for

Action" adopted at Beijing referred back to several other conferences
as regards to the education of women:
* The Convention for the Elimination of All Forms of

Discrimination (1986) calls for the elimination of the discrimination
against women in order to achieve equal rights to men in the field of

education

.

* The World Conference on Education in Jomtein,

Thailand,

in

1990, Article 33 emphasizes that education of women and girls

constitutes a priority, including the elimination of gender
stereotypes in literature and the media.

*In Nairobi (1990) "Forward Looking Strategies" Conference,
there was an agreement to take steps to diversify women's vocational

training and to create integrated systems for training that have
direct links to employment needs and future trends.
at this conference that in Asia and the Pacific,

It was declared

the pervasive

influence of social attitudes and feudal patriarchal systems were the

main obstacles to women's emancipation and education.

After reviewing

the above, The Economic and Social Council of this conference agreed

that all government and non- government organizations, women's groups

and all entities should take steps to amend the formal and informal

educational systems at all levels to promote change in the

1

All conference documents can be found at the following address on
Gopher //gopher undp org 70/11/unconf/women

the Internet:

.

:

.

:
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psychological, social and traditional practices which

are the

foundation of the defacto obstacles to women's participation in

education
The statement by Refugee, Displaced and Migrant Women's caucus
to the Beijing conference asked for the guarantee of the

implementation of the UNHCR guidelines on the protection of refugee

women which pertains to education.

These guidelines state that the

barriers to adult educational programmes and skill training for women
must be overcome (UNHCR, 1995).
In addition,

the UNHCR Guidelines on the Protection of Refugee

Women has established that a woman's need to provide for her family

is

to be addressed by assuring that refugee women are integrated into all

refugee aid and development plans (UNHCR, 1993).

And in 1990, the Executive Committee of the High Commissioner of
Refugees approved a policy on refugee women which called for the
improvement of participation and access of refugee women in all

programs (UNHCR, 1992).
A special office was created within UNHCR in 1989.

The Office

of the Senior Coordinator for Refugee Women in Geneva has been

responsible in overseeing the enforcement and implementation of all UN
resolutions at the field level regarding women and their dependents.
One of the more recent of these is The United Nations Resolution

1995/85 on the elimination of violence against women

.

It calls for

cooperation by refugee service providers, policy makers, aid and
development agencies, and nations which host refugees to cooperate

ijr

eliminating all forms of discrimination, sexual exploitation and
violence against female refugees

.

.

.

and in promoting their active

involvement in decisions affecting their lives and communities

United Nations Commission on Human Rights: Report on the fifty
1995.
first session. Economic and Social Council Official Reports.
women.
against
violence
of
elimination
the
on
Resolution 1995/85
2
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Third World Feminism
There is no particular juncture in the chronology and swath of

educational policies for refugee women and other Third World women in

which the appearance of the term "participation" is necessarily
explained.

However, the impact of feminism, particularly Third World

feminism on Third World women's development, as a whole, has been

particularly profound.

The questions they raise concerning the right

of Western feminists within international regimes to speak for all

women everywhere

,

have had a direct impact on the use of the word

"participation" in the language of policy.
1984),

Black feminists (hooks,

Islamic feminists (Mohammed & Madunagu, 1984), cultural

feminists (Echols, 1984), have greatly enhanced our understanding of

women's experiences.

They insist that the multiplicities of social

identities: rural -- urban

,

race,

class, ethnicity,

sexual orientation

and religion- - affect how we interpret the world (al-Hibri, 1994;

Antrobus

,

1991;

Luke,

1992; Mwau,

1991; Mehta,

1991; Odim,

multiplicity of social identity has nullified the idea of

1991).
a

The

universal

"we" since it does not allow for a singular idea of what women's

oppression looks like across race, class and nationality boundaries.
In addition, monolithic frames of analysis deny Third World women

their socio-historical uniqueness (Mohanty, 1988).
A Third World women's networking group called DAWN (Development

Alternatives with Women for a New Era) came up with an alternative
analysis of the socio-economic development of women in the Third World
(Antrobus,

1991, p.

315) which has been based upon a program of

ongoing research, training, communications, publications, and advocacy

extending from grassroots to policy making at the international level.
DAWN has recognized that it can't be monolithic with its issues, goals
and strategies, since "they constitute the political expression of the

concerns and interests of women from different regions, classes,
nationalities, and ethnic backgrounds" (1991,

p.

315).

DAWN instead

advocates responsiveness to the different needs and concerns of

different women,

"as defined by them for themselves"
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(Sen & Grown,

This alternative analysis then attempts to relate experience

1987).

at the micro level of the sector,

the macro -economic level.

community, project, or household, to

It helps to indicate how monolithic

structural adjustment policies illustrate the ways in which macro-

economic policies affect women's experiences at the level of the

poorest household.

The micro experience of women is social, cultural,

and political as well as economic and must be used to inform macro
policy.

Participation of Third World women in planning and decision-

making at the micro level, it seems, would be key to the success of
this type of analysis.

Participation and Mistakes in the Field
One can look at the documented track records of interventions by
the UN and other agencies in camp settings to see the costly mistakes

that have resulted in an unfortunate misuse of public funds, and even
harm, because refugees were not consulted and involved in decision-

making.

The UNHCR,

in a revealing report in its magazine, Refugee

devoted a number of issues to refugee women.

One,

in 1995,

.

admitted

to numerous mistakes made in camps because of lack of knowledge about

women's issues.

They went on to explain how their operations have

been radically improved.

They now train both their emergency teams

and long term field staffs in identifying and responding to the

specific needs of refugee women and children.

However,

the form which

this training takes does not necessarily imply that the UNHCR actually

involves women in a participatory way in planning and decision-making,
nor do they admit to a willingness to address the traditional barriers
to women's participation.

Let's take a look at one of the UNHCR's

most recent training programs which illuminates the conflict between

state-centric and human rights agendas.
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People Oriented Planning
By the end of 1989,

(

POP)

an analytical framework called "People-

oriented Planning in Refugee Situations, Taking Account of Women,
Men
and Children" was introduced by the UNHCR,

People-Oriented Planning or POP).

3

(shortened internally to:

Its purpose is to assist refugee

workers by providing them with a framework for analyzing the sociocultural, gender, age and economic factors in a refugee society which

can influence the success of planned activities.
The UNHCR instigated the implementation of the POP as a planning

and decision-making tool by mid- 1993, instituting regional training

sessions for its field staff.

By the end of that year,

out of the

realization that NGOs play an increasingly significant role not only
in repatriation movements, but also with the ever growing number of

new refugees and internally displaced persons in many parts of the
world, UNHCR and the International Council of Voluntary agencies,
late 1993, jointly launched PARinAC (Partnerships in Action).

in

It is

the goal of PARinAC to improve the working relationships between UNHCR

and NGOs (PARinAC information note and Update No.

1,

June,

1993).

Since June of 1993, four regional conferences have given attention to
the specific needs of women and children,

acknowledging a necessity

for more training to assist refugee workers in improving refugee

women's participation.

The POP was mentioned as a tool for this

training (PARinNAC Update No.

November, 1993).

2,

The POP carefully states that "in the refugee setting,

identification of the socio-cultural and economic factors of the
society should take into account the concept of change" (POP, 1992,

p.

3
The conception of the POP originated from the "Gender Analysis
Framework (GAF)" published in Gender Roles in Development Projects: A
Case Book, 1985. The concepts of the GAF are credited to four women
and a man (see bibliography) and was subsequently used in training
international agencies around the gender and development including:
the World Bank, the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID),
the United
the Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA)
and the Australian Development
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
Assistance Bureau.
,

,
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2)

.

It acknowledges that in the refugee context,

customary socio-

economic roles are disrupted, and women and men are changing

constantly as the stages of the refugee condition evolve from
departure,

through flight, arrival, and preparation for repatriation

and reintegration.
The POP premise agrees that in the long term camp setting a

certain stabilization of roles may occur, and these roles may differ
from those in the pre- flight time; however "these roles may still be

regarded as temporary by the refugees themselves

,

as they continue to

evolve and adjust to changes during the camp living situation"

(p.

2).

The authors of the POP urge the program planner to have an in-depth

understanding of the dynamics of change working within the society.
The POP also suggests that in the planning of a repatriation

activity the program planner would look at the present activities of
the refugees,

and then at the socio-economic activities in the home

country, with a view to identifying differences which could have an

influence on effective reintegration.

They caution that new roles

assumed by returnees may not be compatible with those in their former
home (p

.

8

)

It is suggested that the POP could be adapted to any level of

detail and is "intended as a map to provide direction in analyzing
specific refugee population and situation"

(p.

a

8).

the POP links refugee participation with

In its introduction,

project success and gives consequences for failure to involve
refugees

^increasing lethargy
"'cost

increases

^decrease in communication
It goes on to encourage the "full participation of refugee men,

women and children"

(p.

2)

.

It does not say how to engage refugees in

this process.
As the POP is co-adopted as a training tool for UN and NGO

planners and service providers, then its premise for analysis and
30

decision-making must be examined closely.

4

Although advocating for the

participation of refugee women in all phases of planning and
implementation, it does not address existing social structures
sources of inequity for women.

as

Except for a statement in the

guidelines that social roles may change in the refugee setting,
and in
the eyes of the refugee this role change may only be temporary,
no
specific programming for addressing barriers to women's participation
is made.

Here is why.

In a speech made at a conference on refugees,

the High

Commissioner for Refugees, Sodako Ogata, explained the UNHCR's Policy
on Women.

While acknowledging injustice towards women, she said that

the UNHCR "avoids condemning the social laws of a country."

Transgressing social mores is not reflected in the
universal refugee definition.
Programs and projects which
target women cannot guarantee women's true participation
in social development.
There is a need to "mainstream"
these refugee women.
(Chantanavich 1993, pp 7-8)
,

.

As refugee law meets human rights law, a conundrum appears:

involve women in decision-making under UNHCR policy, but do nothing

about the barriers which prevent her participation.

There is yet

another international regime which has impacted UNHCR policy toward

women which further explains its emphasis on "mainstreaming."

Women in Development (WID) versus Gender and Development (GAD)
In the literature on women's development, an historical debate

around development approaches places the issue of women's

participation in the refugee camp into broader terms.
Development (WID)
(Lingen,

(Brouwers,

1993; Moser,

Women in

1993) and Gender and Development (GAD)

1991) are to some degree conflicting social

4
and
As of the middle of 1995, over 1000 people from UNHCR, NGOs
governmental implementing partners have participated in POP training
workshops. One of these workshops was presented in Cambodia in 1995 by
a colleague (a program officer for UNHCR-previously the director of an
NGO which assisted in the repatriation of unaccompanied minors)
Participants included refugee returnee women service providers who had
worked for UNHCR during the repatriation period and for NGOs or UNBRO
in the camps prior to repatriation.
,
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movements- -addressing the inequities around women's productive
role in
their society.

Besides the state centric aspects of refugee law and its impact
-

on the UNHCR's non- confrontational approach to the structural causes
of women's inequity, another initiative has served the state apparatus

quite well, the Women In Development (WID) movement.

Policy proposals

for the equitable integration of women in economic development

emanated from the United Nations Decade for Women 1976-85.

In 1985,

the Conference on Forward Looking Strategies for Women held in

Nairobi, Kenya ended the United Nations Decade for Women.

This

conference brought increasing visibility to Third World women and
their issues became even further encapsulated within the Women in

Development movement.

By the early 1990s, many governmental and

nongovernmental programs had received WID funding from such
institutions as the World Bank, which even has a WID unit.

The WID

initiative aims to increase women's control over their resources by

equipping them with credit, know-how, and appropriate technology.
The WID concept recognizes women's productive role, and it has

become common to address women in their productive capacities.
Emphasis is placed on measures promoting women's equality to men, and

economic independence is considered to be the road to equity.

The

underlying assumption of WID is that by improving the conditions under
which women's reproductive activities are undertaken, women are better
able to produce income and contribute to the modernization process.

Another newer phase of WID is the "efficiency approach."

It argues

that it would be a waste of human resources and detrimental to

development if women would continue to be kept outside the development
process.

In both WID approaches women are noted as the poorest and

most backward income group, for whom special efforts are required
(Brouwers,

1993).

According to Young (1994), WID's attempt to tighten

control over women's reproductive activities, increases their

efficiency but erodes their autonomy- -making women simply managers of
their poverty,

"holding their communities together through
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reproductive and welfare activities."
adds,
(P-

"Such is the attention," Young

"that women receive by WID projects within the refugee
context"

72).

A criticism of the WID approach by socialist and Marxist
feminists is that it sidesteps the sources and nature of women's

subordination and oppression and focuses instead on more equal

participation of women in education, employment and other spheres of
society.

GAD would argue that women won't participate unless the

systemic aspects of women's oppression within society are removed.
GAD operates on the premise that gender differences are usually

characterized by inequality between men and women.
debate of the 1980s popularized the term gender.

The development
It suggests that the

problems women face are not primarily due to their biological

differences with men.

GAD advocates claim that women's and men's

socially defined characteristics are shaped by historical, economic,
religious, ethnic and cultural factors.

GAD emphasizes the context in

which women face their problems and stresses the necessity for social
change and the need to empower women in this process

Women's contribution, according to GAD,

is

(p.

2).

not about integrating

women into development, it is about recognizing they are not outside
of development, but central to development.

5

In the GAD framework of

analysis, within development, women are deeply exploited:

their time,

their labor, both paid (in the workplace) and unpaid (in the home),

and their sexuality, and this originates in the social sphere.

If the

goal is to correct the exploitation of women within societies,

according to GAD advocates, the structural elements at both the macro
and micro levels must be addressed.
As the discrepancy between GAD and WID perspectives are examined

and played out in the refugee setting, one can see variations of

opinion within the UN policy and other Non- government organizations

contracted by the UN to carry out refugee programs.

5

Emphasis my own.
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Oxfam,

for

example, has clear GAD perspectives incorporated into their
overall

program policy.

Cline-Cole in her 1990

qualitative study for the

doctoral degree requirement at the University of Pennsylvania's

Division of Education and Policy Studies looked at the utilization of
African refugee women as resources in the planning programs
designed by American agencies in African refugee settings south of the
Sahara.

She looked at informal and nonformal learning activities, and

the extent to which refugee women's experiences, existing

organizational networks, cultural practices, and direct participation
were being encouraged in the program planning process.

She found

varying levels of commitment to women's participation in formal policy
statements.

She concluded that "the agencies' philosophy toward women

had a direct impact on the means by which women's experiences were
incorporated in formulating program strategy"

(p.

171).

Conferences, declarations, and recommendations that result in
the creation of sweeping laws that determine policy, offices and

programs for refugee women and their protection, education and
economic advancement are shining manifestations of regime theory.
However, as Young (1994) has pointed out, based on universals, little

political space is allowed for diversity, autonomy, or grassroots
control.

It is in the emphasis placed in the policy statements on

participation where this possibility exists.

Reasons for Encouraging Women's Participation
The benefits of participation have been outlined in the

literature
1.

2.

3.

Participation by refugees enhances normal coping
processes; it builds self-esteem, rebuilds selfconfidence, reduces feelings of isolation, and reduces
lethargy, depression and despondency.
Enhancing the capacity of refugees to cope with the after
effects of the refugee -producing experience is an
important part of the search for permanent solutions

Participation helps avoid the creation of dependency and
is cost effective. When refugees are involved in planning,
costly mistakes are avoided, because they are familiar
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with the society and customs

(Forbes -Martin

15-16)

Paradoxically,

,

1991, pp

it is also within the imperative of

participation where diversity risks becoming simply another part of
the

management culture "-- something to overcome in carrying out

policy.

This appears most often when the traditional barriers to

women's participation are revealed in the refugee setting.

Examples of Women's Barriers to Participation

Refugee workers, in samples from the refugee literature (ForbesMartin,

1991, pp

.

10-11; Hopper, UNHCR,

barriers to women's participation.

1995),

identify specific

According to

the Rwandan camps by the Swedish NGO

,

recent report from

a

Radda Barnen:

In the early needs assessment phase, the community
services co-ordinators worked closely with the field
officers in trying to assess women's needs and encourage
the community to elect women's representatives to the camp
leadership.
However, women in Rwanda have poorly
developed economic, social and legal rights. The family
system is patriarchal. When it comes to more official
representation in government or other decision-making
bodies, the participation of women is weak.
(Blomqvist,
.

1995, p.

.

.

16)

in this particular context,

The report claims that,

this is largely

due to societal mores and the attitudes of men towards women's

advancement
A UNHCR field officer in Southeast Asia, at

a

Gender Issues and

Refugees conference in Toronto spoke of a clear lack of women's

participation in the Laotian, Vietnamese, and Cambodian camps in
preparation activities for repatriation.
in opposition,

She saw two basic principles

namely "the voluntariness of repatriation and the

actual say that women have in the decision-making around durable

solutions." (Halvorsen

,

1993,

p.

10).

She claimed that information

and counseling about repatriation is closely connected to the issues
of making decisions around durable solutions.
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During information meetings about the practical procedures
of repatriation and the situation in the country of
origin, very few women show up.
In the Laotian camps
attempts were made to do home visits but the follow-up
varied from camp to camp.
Generally speaking the most
vulnerable women are very poorly informed and are in great
need of information about all of the issues involved
(1993,

p.

10)

Halvorsen concludes that generally women's participation in

decision-making is limited in the whole region.

The lack of informed

women, and its connection to the fact that women participate minimally
in decision-making structures,

she attributes to "gender ideology"

(p.

10 ).

Cline-Cole (1990) asserts that during the transition stage of

relief to development that women must be included in the development
of projects that address their health,

and nutrition of their children.

their nutrition and the health

She found that often

Development projects are designed by men and are based on
stereotypes of women and there is a tendency for them to
prevent participation of women when the occasion exists
for them to learn a new occupation or new technologies.
(P-

6)

In another refugee settlement in the same study, Cline Cole

found that although non- formal education projects were offered to
refugee women

Women still do not seem to have the free choice to
Lack of
take advantage of many learning experiences.
time, unwillingness on the part of husbands for their
wives to do so, and absence of proper child care
arrangements are still barriers.
(p. 213)
.

.

.

.

.

.

The persistent barriers raise the stakes for finding solutions.

The actual act of helping to overcome social restrictions on women’s

participation enters into such delicate territory.

The refugee

setting is so highly charged when it comes to the matter of social
change.

Refugee migration forces households and communities to

experience a sudden and continuous reduction in the control they have
over their surrounding social environment (Daley, 1991,

p.

253).

Outside researchers in the field of refugee studies, and even
the refugee women themselves have extolled the reasons why the refugee

camp offers an opportunity for overcoming these barriers with women.
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For example, Green (1995) sees the "early transition
phase" of the

refugee continuum as an opening:
During. the time of refugee transition, traditional norms
of social interaction are disrupted and not yet re-established as they might be in a more stable environment.
Women assume roles for survival that require more leadership and authority than those performed in their
traditional society.
Because of these new experiences,
women are in a unique moment in time to examine
limitations in their traditional social roles.
For a
woman, the implication is that educational programs may be
offered for new skill and personal development, employment
and leadership in the refugee and post-refugee environment.
For women everywhere, this concept provides one
more strategy with which to dismantle a global pattern of
inequality.
(p. x)
.

.

.

From his experience with El Salvadoran refugee women in
Honduras, Sollis (1994) claims:
Large numbers of women learned to read and write during
their period in exile.
Women also broadened their
involvement as they assumed camp leadership roles
acquired administrative capacity and organizational skills
and moved into non- traditional occupations such as
carpentry and mechanics (p. 463).
He adds

Reconstruction should not mean a return to the status quo
with emphasis placed on the repair of damaged physical
infrastructure and production capacity.
In El Salvador it
is an opportunity to address inequalities - political,
social, economic and gender- that together were the root
causes of the humanitarian emergency in the first place"
464).

(p.

And from the refugee women themselves:
There is not a causal relationship between exile and
feminism
The existence of the former does not bring the
The fact remains, feminism was
existence of the latter.
indeed a exile phenomenon for most Brazilian women.
(Brazilian refugee woman, da Roch Lima, 1984)

Only about 20% of the Cambodian women in the camps have
If this group of educated women decided
formal education.
to leave their husbands because they are bad to them, if
These women feel
they have a job, they can divorce.
confident about their lives because they have education.
Even if they don't have husbands, they still have a life
and can support their children. (Refugee woman leader
working for an International NGO Site Two, Thai -Cambodian
border, 1991)
,

As

I

revisit my own experience in the Thai - Cambodian camps, and

the barriers to participation which

I

encountered,

I

came to realize

the complex ways in which individuals relate to traditional norms.

Unquestionably, the social interactions within the workshop
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participants' camp communities had been interrupted.

The nuns, as

leaders within their community, were being called
upon to expand their
existing roles.
Yet the nuns maintained a distinct personal

identification to previous social roles, which were completely
incompatible with Western values of equality.

Anthropologist, Judy Ledgerwood (1990), in studying the role of
gender in the Thai Cambodian refugee camps, 6 claims that:
-

The tendency in the Cambodian (Khmer) refugee camps in
Thailand was to rigidify social customs and call them
’traditions" even if they reflect the changing situation
(p. 220)
She elaborates that:
In Khmer society, proper behavior in observance of social
roles, including gender, is still looked upon as the key
to stability and harmony.
When these are broken,
disharmony occurs within the family.
(p. 220)
In her study, Ledgerwood concludes the following:
To be a Khmer means to live in a hierarchial order of
society.
To move outside of these roles, to be an
"improper woman," is to enter the realm of chaos where
having lost what it is to be female in Khmer terms is to
cease to be Khmer.
To cease to be Khmer is to cease to be
fully human.
(p. 3).

Within such a context, refugee women may experience increased
subordination to male authority because they come to represent (to
men) the custodians of social values which need constant protection

from alien forces such as host country personnel and/or Western aid

agency (Ridd, 1986).
These examples point out levels of diversity which no sweeping

policy could possibly address, yet the humanitarian need for education
for women in the refugee setting may actually be linked to survival.

Other refugee women, asked to participate in conferences where
refugee women's issues are discussed, point to the fact of diversity.
At an NGO working group in Geneva in 1988,

(summarized in an article

Her 1990 dissertation investigated the adjustment of gender roles
to drastic circumstances in Khmer society. The research involved a
year of interviewing and hearing the stories of over 200 Khmer
families in the U.S. and in the camps.
6
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by Wallace,

(1991)

titled.

Taking the Lion by the Whiskers"), was the

following
They spoke of the roles they play in refugee situations
such as caring for the sick and elderly, for the children
the daily needs of the household.
They spoke of being
alone in being responsible for the maintenance of the
family- -and the community- - for providing food, water,
fuel, health care, education, and cultural cohesion.’
These were the commonalities. Revealed also were the
dramatic differences
The refugee women encouraged the
intervention strategists, the NGOs and UNHCR, to
understand the history, culture and specific needs of
women and children in very varied refugee situations. The
women in Somali refugee camps have very different problems
from those in camps in Southern Africa or the Middle East.
"The political, economic, and social conditions of our
past and present experience impose different problems and
possibilities on women refugees, and these need to be
understood by those trying to work with us. (p. 62) 7
.

Summary of the Background of the Problem
The way in which barriers to the carrying out of participatory

policy and a refugee woman’s right to education are dealt with by the

practitioner in the refugee setting may partially have to do with our
view of tradition and culture.
another's culture requires

a

On the one hand, the understanding of

relationship between two varieties of

human phenomenon; it aims at the creation of an intellectual relation
between us, an understanding that includes both of us.

In this

definition, all cultures are assumed to be equivalent (cultural

relativity).
relativity.

Cultural relativity, however, is not the same as moral

Women's rights as human rights carry the assumption that

customary laws within
and harmful to women.

a

society (a reflection of culture) are wrong

They actually may be the very things which are

prohibiting participation in the first place.

In carrying out the

goals of the international refugee regime, traditions are barriers to
be overcome in the interest of human rights.

In the interest of

states (UNHCR) in achieving self-sufficiency and overcoming

Refugee women’s presence at conferences, however, are often token
gestures and the degree to which their opinions, although heard,
actually translate into implementation strategies in the field is
questionable
7
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dependency,

traditions and customary laws are to be ignored, or if the

POP is utilized in the field setting, understood based on
refugee

perceptions of these roles in the context of change.
It is in the interests of the refugees themselves where
it would

seem the true meaning of participation lies.

How we work with the

seeming contradiction between moral and cultural relativity in refugee
and other international settings is the matter for the rest of the

dissertation
In the next chapter,

I

explore another aspect of the

international refugee regime- -the role of the academic in creating
theories which have informed the why and how of participation in the

realm of education and research with others.
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CHAPTER

3

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Participatory Education and Research.
It's Theories and Origins

Running a parallel, if not a preemptive course in the birth of
the imperative of participation in international development has been
the emergence of participatory research (PR)

education and sociology.

in the fields of

Participatory research is not a tool for the

perpetuation of the status quo- -which distinguishes it from other
forms of research.

It

originated with some fairly radical goals in

mind, not the least of which is the emancipation of the oppressed
(Hall,

1992).

Feminists have found the emancipatory aspects of

participatory research and education useful for their liberatory goals
(Maguire,

1987; Lather,

1991; Thompson,

1991)

.

It is quite possible

that feminism and the tenets of PR helped form the attraction for

participation in development policies for women's education.

This and

the fact that participatory research's epistemological focus on local

knowledge has been co-opted into development language worldwide, puts
it up for

scrutiny as another suspect of the "management culture."

In

addition, the theories of oppression and emanicipat ion which underlie

participatory research originated in Western cultural settings.
Accordingly, when it is implemented in Third World settings, it risks

becoming an accessory to the very paradigm which

it claims to

critique
I

would like, within the next chapter, to examine both of these

tendencies simultaneouly as

I

prepare the reader for my use of

participatory research with refugee women.

Critical Discourse
For persons, as autonomous beings, have a moral
right to participate in decisions that claim to generate
knowledge about them. Such a right protects them from
the moral principle of
being managed and manipulated
.
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.

.

respect for persons is most fully honored when power
is
shared not only in the application
but also in the
generation of knowledge
(Heron, 1981,
34-35)
.

.

.

.

.

pp

.

.

The above quote reflects the "discourse" of participatory
forms
of education and research.

It is the manifestation of what has come

to be called in the field of Western sociology,

"critical discourse."

Discourse is not just words- - "a beating of wings that one has

difficulty in hearing in the serious matter of history" (Foucault,
1972, p.

209 as quo ted in Esc obar

,

1995, p.

216).

Discourse as

described by Foucault, and how it is used in this description of
social justice in research,

is

not the expression of thought; it is a

practice, with conditions, rules, and historical transformations.

To

analyze moral principles in the production of knowledge as discourse
is

to show that to speak is to do something - something other
than to express what one thinks
it means that to add
a statement to a pre-existing series of statements is to
perform a complicated and costly gesture.
(1972, p. 209)
.

.

.

Critical discourse exposes dominating knowledge systems.

Oppositional theorists 1 have claimed that this system seeks to generate
knowledge through research without the participation of those whom it
is about

(Lather,

1991).

This negatively perceived research,

in positivism and the scientific method,

social science research.

is

founded

used in dominant forms of

According to oppositional theorists, the

dominating knowledge system carries out research in the guise of

helping to improve the research subject's life circumstances, but
instead it is (sometimes inadvertently) done in order to manage and

manipulate large numbers of people in efficient, cost-effective ways.
Critical discourse has several underlying value-based theories,
the key one,

from which the others emanate, is critical theory.

Critical theory has as its goal the emancipation of the oppressed.

1
Those who characterize contemporary critical theory: poststructuralists, post-modernists, feminists in all disciplines. They
seek to challenge the legitimacy of the dominant order and break its
hold over social life.
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As

it manifests within the social sciences,

dominant forms of social science.

it distinquishes

itself from

"The difference," according to the

educational feminist, Patti Lather, "between value -neutral
social
science," (which according to her is "unrealizable and at
worst selfdeceptive") and "'emancipatory research,' 2 is that emancipatory

research makes its interests explicit" (1986,
In my view,

p.

explicitedness is not enough.

has emancipatory intent,

257).

Emancipatory research

this carries with it some major assumptions

concerning the dialectical relationship between researchers

,

implying

that there is one who knows about oppression and liberation and one

who doesn't.
Take

,

for example

,

the opening quote of the chapter and its

reference to "autonomous beings."

If one is from a society which does

not consider autonomy a virtue and sees relations as harmonious when

roles within a hierarchy (based on karmic consequences) are observed,

than would it not follow that someone attempting to carry out the goal
of participatory research might be out of line; actually part of the

system which PR critiques?
discourse,

In the deconstruction of critical

it is necessary to look at how it manifests,

its form in

action, and one of those forms is participatory research.

Participatory Research
If I perceive reality as the dialectical relationship
between subject and object, then I have to use methods for
investigation which involve people of the area being
studied as researchers; they should take part in the
investigation themselves and not serve as the passive
objects of the study. (Freire, in Hall, 1982, p. 29)

Participatory research has been expressed most generally as

a

process that combines three activities: research, education and action
(Hall,

1981).

It is a way of creating knowledge that involves

Emanicpatory research refers to any form of research which has
liberation as its goal. PR is included as a form of emancipatory
research
2
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learning from investigation and applying what is
learned to collective
problems through social action.
Participatory research, according to
John Gaventa of the Highland Institute
attempts to break down the distinction between the
researcher and the researched, the subjects and objects of
knowledge production by the participation of the peoplef
thenise Ives in the process of gaining and creating
knowledge. In the process, research is seen not only as a
process of creating knowledge, but simultaneously, as
education and the development of consciousness, and of
mobilization for action.
(1988, p. 19)
PR as a social action process is biased in favor of dominated,

exploited, poor or otherwise ignored women, men and groups.
1992, p.

16)

.

(Hall,

Vio Gros si wrote in 1981 that:

it (PR) attempts to start the research from the
concrete and specific reality, incorporating people's
viewpoints, in order to contribute to a type of social
transformation that eliminates poverty, dependence and
exploitation, (in Hall, 1992, p. 19)
.

.

.

Based on the epistemological assumption that knowledge

is

constructed socially, participatory research allows for social, group
or collective analysis of life experiences. This is carried out as an

intellectual activity, an organized rational effort, with a goal of
liberation.

Peter Park claims that "this is necessary today in order

to counteract the disenfranchising features of modern society which

are embedded in socio-cultural structures"

(1993, p.

1).

Participatory research owes its theoretical underpinnings to the
social and development theorists of the academy, and adult educators
who have found and continue to find, the modern world unjust and out
of balance.

If the aim of PR is as Park (p.

2)

claims is "to help the

downtrodden be self-reliant, self-assertive, and self - determinative
as well as self-sufficient," then this should result in a more

equitable distribution of the world's goods through a fundamental

structural transformation of society.
The explicit aim of participatory research is to bring
about a more just society in which no groups or classes of
people suffer from the deprivation of life's essentials,
such as food, clothing, shelter, and health and in which
(Park, 1993,
all enjoy basic human freedoms and dignity.
p.

2)
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The correlation of knowledge to power forms
the basis of this
position:
that in the age of information, those who have
access to
the knowledge system have a tremendous advantage
over those who do
not.

Participatory research advocates borrow from many theories,
both
social and philosophical, economic and political in unearthing
how
this imbalance came to be.

Knowledge and Power: The Case Against Modernization
From ancient times, according to academic/participatory

researchers Fals Borda (1989) and Peter Park (1993), knowledge

generation has been an ongoing process in people's lives. Before the
advent of modern sciences, people had ways of conceptualizing and

disseminating knowledge.

It is what we today call "popular knowledge"

and is still used by those segments of the world's populations which
are marginally affected by modern education.

Some societies were

harmonious and continue to strive for harmony with the spiritual or
absolute world, which they inhabit simultaneously with the natural
world, without thought of separation. According to those touched by

modern science, however, these peoples live in ignorance and at the
mercy of nature's power to destroy- - slaves of their religious
traditions and superstitions.

Enlightenment rationality, which

is

explained by

philosophers

and social scientists as the "mind of modernization," sought to

dissolve these premodern forms of domination and unfreedom.

But

modernization gave rise, in the words of post- structural feminist
Nancy Fraser (1989,

p.

35),

"to new and insidious forms of its own."

Social critic, Peter Park, tells a provocative tale about the

history of science.

He says that the stirrings of the inequities of

the knowledge/power equation are to be found 400 years ago as

knowledge production emerged out of "the cocoon of medieval
scholarship" (1992,

p.

37).

Galileo and others performed their

science in the wake of capitalism.

They made the beneficiaries of

their scientific techniques those artisans and craftspeople who
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eventually became the bourgeois.

They failed to extend this knowledge

to those whom the bourgeois ended up dominating.

These sciences
excelled in providing technical know-how on extracting wealth
from
nature for the benefit of the capitalist class, but were blind

to the

other forms of knowledge that made life possible, "since they
were

deemed not particularly useful for the capitalist political-economic
agenda

(1992,

p.

35).

We still are feeling the reverberations of

This failure to share the power of knowledge with the masses

— four

centuries hence.
The Age of Enlightenment and the advent of Cartesian thought

created a dualism between man and nature, overthrowing the absolute
reason of religion and replacing it with the instrumental reason of
science and technology.

The effect was the unleashing of enormous

powers of human creativity to investigate, understand, and dominate
nature.

Instrumental knowledge or positivism derives its ability to

control external events from the structure of its explanatory
theories, which are made up of a series of equations essentially

expressing causal relationships.

It controls the physical and social

environment by both passively adapting to it and more actively

manipulating it to bring about desired changes.

Natural sciences

produce knowledge under the methodological dictate that strictly

externalizes the object of inquiry and separates it from the

investigating subject.

According to the oppositional theorists, the

historical consequence of this instrumental orientation to nature has

been its extension of rational domination into the social sphere.
Social sciences and education, which are modeled after the 19th

century natural sciences, still insist on the researcher researched
-

dualism.

As subject, man's actions are observable and thus behavior

can be administrated and controlled.

Under the sway of positivism,

sociology has privileged the form of knowledge that is obtainable by
following the methods of the physical sciences.

By so doing,

it has

banished other forms of knowledge that are essential to human
existence.

For example, behavioral science does not include human
46

consciousness as part of scientific study, because it
is impossible to
measure
A post- structural philosopher, Michel Foucault, said that
the

birth of science almost two centuries ago "marked the forging
of an

between words and things, enabling one to see and to say"
(1975,

xii).

p.

Why emphasize vision?

"Because it implies the

distancing of the knowing subject from everybody and everything in the
interest of unfettered power" (Haraway, 1988,

p.

581).

The Critical Theorists
The increasing administrative power characteristic of the modern
age is found,

as Adorno and Horkheimer of the Frankfurt School of

Critical Thought put it

.

.

.

In their (the masses) eyes, their reduction to mere
objects of the administered life, which preforms every
sector of modern existence, including language and
perception, represents objective necessity, against which
they believe there is nothing they can do (Adorno and
Horkheimer, 1972, p. 38).

Through an immanent critique of instrumental reason, critical
theorists have sought to reawaken a form of reason which focuses on

moral values and ends.

Called practical reason, such an interest in

knowledge restores to the public sphere a dialogue about the values
served by instrumental thought and action.
to be suppressed,

Instrumental reason is not

but recognized as a means to the achievement of

values consensually determined by public discussion.
Critical theory was first labeled as such in 1937.

As a

cultural critique it combines Marxist ideas and a utopian form of

speculation rooted in European idealism. The critical theorists of
European descent in the 1920s and 1930s, such as Max Horkheimer, Leo
Lowenthal

,

Theodor

W.

Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse were referred to as

the first generation of critical theorists and they belonged to the

Frankfurt School in Frankfurt, Germany.

A later generation of the

Frankfurt school produced Jurgen Habermas, Martin Heideger, Ernst
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Junger, Carl Schmidt and Hans Freyer whose dialectical
social

criticism, especially those of Habermas, will be
examined later.
The earlier members of the Frankfurt School saw
themselves

responding to the historical events of their time: the emergence
of
Fascism and Nazism in Western Europe. The task of the critical
theorists was to develop a critical perspective in the discussion
of
social practices.

They believed that by examining contemporary social

and political issues they could "contribute to a critique of ideology,

even their own, and the development of non- authoritarian and non-

bureaucratic politics" (Held, 1980,

p.

15).

They,

like Marx, were

preoccupied with the forces that pushed societies toward "rational
institutions" that would lead to

a

free,

and just existence.

According to Adorno, construction of a free, just and happy
society must be guided by philosophical and psychological reflection,

which emancipates us from ideology and dogma.

Simply put, critical

theories as used by the Frankfurt School aimed at the emancipation and

enlightenment of members of society- -for the purpose of individual
empowerment and social change.

This includes the need for individuals

to develop critical consciousness:

a direct link to the

transformation of society and its structures as they presently exist.
Critical theory assumes that certain attitudes about social justice,
freedom and emancipation from ideology can be changed by bringing them
to full consciousness.

The role of critical theory is to alert us to

the hidden coercions of the external world so that we can determine

for ourselves where our true interests lie.

Participatory Research: the Application of the Theory or Its
Imposition?
We believe that critical theory offers an epistemological
foundation for participatory research and a theoretical
focus. It allows for the immanent critique of domination.
(Comstock & Fox, 1993, pp 104-105)
.

According to Comstock and Fox the immanent critique of
domination asks its practitioners to compare

a social

reality

characterized by domination with the ideology which legitimates it and
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mystifies that domination.

"It gives priority to neither social

reality nor ideology but focuses attention on the
contradiction
between them" (1993, p. 105). Antonio puts it this way:

An immanent critique seeks, by revealing the
contradictions of claim and context, to transform
1 6 §1 t ima t i ons into emancipatory weapons
The goal is to
replace inaction based on false correspondence (between
ideology and social reality) with emancipatory praxis
aimed at making the ideal real.
(1981, p. 338),
.

At the 1977 Cartagena Conference, the 1979 African Regional

Workshop

,

and the 1980 International Forum on Participatory Research

(International Council for Adult Education and UNESCO, 1980), Comstock
and Fox's approach was challenged.

Other practitioners involved in

the application of PR with the people wished to have an open mind

about the applicability of specific theoretical categories to

particular situations.

Called the "pragmatic approach," its advocates

emphasize a dialogic method of problem solving, respecting the
people's capacity to create progressive knowledge by analyzing their
own circumstances.

Hall (1977) much earlier had stated that theory

should arise from the participants' own analysis of their situation,
not from the researcher's analysis.

Fals Borda (1979,

1980),

a

participatory research facilitator who has been occupied with the
creation of

a

"common peoples' science," (a common sense knowledge),

points out that ideology has systematically distorted the people's

view of the world and their own capabilities.
result for most is passivity and

a

According to Borda, the

resignation to the status quo as an

unchangeable and natural experience.
Critical pedagogy, as presented in a variety of documents by
Paulo Freire, claims that the movement toward critical consciousness
for both student and teacher

will depend upon the degree to which the

individual has internalized the ideological codes which bind him or
her.

Also referred to as "false consciousness," these codes and their

potential for inhibiting true dialogue in the carrying out of

participatory research, have been

a source of

concern to facilitators

of participatory research over several decades.
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The false consciousness and other theoretical
imposition debates
are amongst many issues faced by those who facilitate
participatory

forms of research. The conversations regarding the role of
the

academic facilitator in PR- -how we overcome the peoples' barriers
to
PR,

who should initiate PR

which they happen:

-

often take place out of the contexts in

in the halls of academia,

journal articles and at conferences.

in dissertations,

in

The dialectical relationship of

theoretical issues within PR and the questions they raise in

application is connected to how participatory research emerged as
discipline in the first place.

a

We will return later to the case study

literature in examining these concerns, as the discussion turns to

methods in Chapter

4.

Now we need to better understand how these

issues emerged and in what contexts

The Lineage of PAR
As stated earlier, participatory research is an alternative

system of knowledge production that has been in existence since the

beginning of the human race. However, in modern times as an
alternative to classical research methodology, Kurt Lewin, in his
critique of traditional American social science methods, included both

participation and action in his view of research in the 1940s.

In

international work, participatory research has been in use for over 20

According to Rajesh Tandon (the founder of the Society for

years.

Participation in Research in Asia and the co-ordinator for both the

Asian and the International Participatory Research Networks)

,

PR was

born out of the experiences of adult educators in the field, working
in the countries of the South and East

-

Africa, Asia and Latin

America
They were confronting the contradictions between their
philosophy of adult education and their use of research
methods as professional researchers. They realized their
research methodology was alien to adult learners and they
(1988, p.5)
were treating them as objects.
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Overseas development after World War II had combined
humanism
and a social science research methodology which created
what

development critic, Arturo Escobar, calls "development discourse
maps"
which put the world's people into "coordinates of control."
The aim,

according to Escobar, was and still is
to not simply discipline individuals, but to
transform the conditions under which they live into a
productive, normalized social environment; in short to
create modernity.
(1995, p. 156)
.

.

.

The adult educators of the 1970s were young social scientists of
the "First World" working as development specialists in Africa, Asia

and Latin America.

They found that the local assistants with whom

they were working were better than they were at eliciting information

from the people, using their own methods rooted in local culture.

They also began to see that the use of the social science research
methods, which privileges the experts who control the production and

distribution of knowledge, went hand in hand with the imposition of

a

development model that was tied to the western domination of the

emerging nations in which they were working (Park, 1992,

p.

33).

The adult educator/development workers began to rely more and

more on local knowledge for the technical solution of the problems

facing the people.

Hall (1991) claims that Marja-Liisa Swantz of

Finland, then working in Tanzania, was the first to use the term

"participatory research" in referring to this approach

to action-

oriented research in the African setting.
Participatory research has benefited from

a

history of early

international conceptual collaboration through its international
networks and series of meetings in Venezuela, Peru, Sloviania,
Nicaragua,
elsewhere.

India,

Canada,

the United States, Mexico, Tanzania,

and

It has also gained advantage from interdisciplinary

development, drawing its theoretical strength from adult education,
sociology, political economy, community development, feminist studies,

critical psychology, organizational development and more.
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With the support of the International Council of Adult
Education, which initiated a global network in Participatory
Research
in 1977,

and widespread interest over the years, the concept and

method have been elaborated and developed much further.

In Columbia,

South America in the mid-1970s Fals Borda engaged in "action

research," and Vio Grossi in Venezuela organized

network in "participatory research."

a

Latin American

Eventually, they joined forces

and Fals Borda modified his label to "participatory action research"
(PAR).

This should not be confused with William Foote Whyte's PAR

model which portrays a depoliticized labor-management reflection.

In

contrast to Whyte's interpretation, writers from the liberatory

tradition take a firm stand on the use of research for emancipation
(Borda & Rahman,

1991;

Tandon, 1988).

The Freire connection to PR

Paulo Freire, the father of "the pedagogy of the oppressed,"

shares his philosophy of the education of the oppressed with many of
the sentiments of the critical theorists.

His famous "Pedagogy of the

Oppressed" grew out of the experiences of the economic collapse of his

middle class family as he found himself sharing the plight of the

"wretched of the earth" (Shaull's Foreword in Freire, 1990,

p.

10).

His early sharing of the life of the poor led to the discovery of what
he describes as the "culture of silence"

(p.

10)

of the dispossessed.

He came to realize that "their lethargy and ignorance were the direct

product of the whole situation of economic, social and political

domination

-

and of paternalism

-

of which they were victims"

(p.

10).

He saw them as "submerged in a situation in which critical awareness

and responses were practically impossible, and it became clear to him
that the educational system was one of the major instruments for the

maintenance of this culture of silence"

(p.

11).

He suggested that

participatory approaches to education require consciousness-raising of
the oppressed. According to Freire:
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An unjust order a system of norms, procedures,
laws coerces individuals to believe that poverty rules and
and
injustice are inevitable facts of human existence
that
this unjust order places power in the hands of
some and
myths
the minds of all.
(Quoted in Smith, 1987, p. 1).

m

Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) tied education
to an

agenda of social change- -thus challenging researchers, educators,

development planners and practitioners for the past two and a half
decades to couple learning with the investigation of social conditions
on one hand and their transformation on the other (Park, 1990,

p.

34).

The Center for International Education at the University of

Massachusetts, stimulated by its activity in domestic and

international fields spanning both academic and grassroots concerns,

had a strong connection with the teachings of Paulo Freire, and in the
1970s also took an interest in alternative forms of research.

work with

CIE's

village -based nonformal education projects in many

countries encouraged research which grew from the problems and

experiences in the field.
In discussions among academics,

the question:

there arose

Can

university-based people, linked to academic and theoretical concerns
facilitate, without manipulating, community-defined and directed
research.

The invitation of Paulo Freire to the Center in 1984,

instigated a discussion with him and others including, Myles Horton
from the Highlander Institute in Appalachia, and Rajeesh Tandon from
the Participatory Research Network in India surrounding this and other

The Center

questions in participatory education and research.
publication,

"Dialogue is not a Chaste Event", grew out of the Paulo

Freire portion of this discussion and all of it became the basis for a
course at the Center taught by Patricia Maquire to explore alternative

research options (Kinsey in Maquire, 1987,

p.

ix)

I

.

took this course

myself in 1992
Some of the more important issues raised in the course were:

What does it mean to enter another's culture with a

dialogic/participatory agenda only to discover it

is

the antithesis of

cultural norms and is rejected by those whom you are trying to engage
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with?

but

The answer Freire gave was that this agenda is not a
mistake,

.

.

.

First we must know better the reasons why the people do
not want it and secondly we have to be aware that
sometimes we naively universalize our own point of view to
everything else. We think that we are the center of
everything we don t think of the others who are also the
centers.
(p. x)
,

He advises that being an educator is a political act and he

encourages directness around it while also suggesting that we

delicately dig into the causal issues of others' positions against
dialogue and participation with the people themselves, "always

returning to the critical understanding of the situation."
Freire spoke of some of the dangers of combining university

scholarship with dialogue in PR.
to be transformed ourselves.

question,

"a

He suggested that we must be willing

Although we have

'political dream'

a

strategy or research

it does not mean that this dream

,

stays eternally and permanently like it was in the beginning" (Frerie
as quoted by Jurmo,

1985,

we concretize the dream."

p.

"Tactics," Freire claims, are how

16).

"We must be consistent between

He warns,

our tactics and our strategy"

.

.

and he quotes Che Guevara: "no

.

contradictions between the means and the objectives" (1985,

p.

17).

PR and Feminism

Center member Patricia Maquire
Freire

's

,

took a bold step

-

accepting

challenge by using a PR research strategy which combined her

grassroots work with a community group, and made it part of her
dissertation.

Maguire also took PR into the feminist agenda.

claimed that PR ties in well with feminism because both are

She

"

worldwide movements for the redistribution of power" (Maguire, 1987,
p.

5).

She defined feminism as:

A belief that women all over the world face some form of
oppression or exploitation and a commitment to uncover and
understand what causes and sustains oppression and a
commitment to work individually and collectively in
everyday life to end all forms of oppression, whether
based in gender, class, race or culture.
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Since the publication of her doctoral research in
book form, one
can see how Maguire has been tempered by the writings of
the Third

World feminists.

Several years later, she put forth a number of

specific guidelines for feminist participatory research.

guidelines which relates to this study

is:

One of the

"integrative feminism which

recognizes diversity should be central to theoretical discussions on

participatory research" (Hall, 1992,

p.

22).

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, feminist scholarship, and
subsequent development agendas based on "emancipatory theory,"

unfolded in the context of a dominant western discourse about
development that reserved for itself the authority to define and name
its epistemological categories, progress and modernization and its

objects:

Third World women.

By the 1980s Third World feminists began

calling western feminism's universalizing, totalizing dominant

representation of women:

imperialism (Goetz, 1992,

p.

143).

Feminists in the fields of social science, anthropology and

education have over the past two decades raised questions regarding
the totalizing tendencies of liberatory theory and "the pedagogy of

the oppressed";

rethinking the "subject" and questioning theory in all

disciplines, as well as the debates on difference.

Anthropologist Aiwa Ong has said that the emancipatory aspect of
feminism doesn't fit with work across cultures. She insists that
"western feminists should recognize other forms of gender-and culture-

based subjectivities, and accept that others often choose to conduct
their lives separate from our particular vision of the future" (1988,
p.

90).

Fay claims:

'Black Hole', if you will, of critical theory, is the
investigation of the conditions which must be met if
people are going to be in a position to actually consider
it [critical theory] as a possible account of their lives.
The

(1977,

p.

218)

PR on the Thin Edge of a Paradigm Shift

Feminism's questioning of the impositional nature of liberatory
theories and its application within PR is part of a much larger
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paradigm shift within the social sciences.

It has to do with what

Peter Park calls "the exhaustion of universalistic
theorizing derived
from Western rationalism" (1992, p. 37).
Social science theories

which have dealt with the problems occasioned by the advent of
the
modern age have been challenged by the post- structuralists and the
post-modernists as failures (Foucault, 1970, Flax, 1990, Fraser, 1989,
and Lather, 1991).
Peter Park cites several reasons for this failure.
One set of charges stems from the theory's inability to account for
the social and cultural conditions prevailing today and to provide an

adequate agenda for bringing about social change. He says that the

world has changed beyond the reach of the tenets of Enlightenment. The
Enlightenment promised progress through the realization of the
universal man acting rationally. According to Park,
Under the auspices of late capitalism, metropolitanization
moved around and brought together people from different
parts of the world, while homogenizing the material
surface of their lives through intensified and
internationalized consumerism
there remains the
strong racial, ethnic, sexual, social, and cultural
backgrounds which heightened the differences among them in
history, consciousness, interest, and politics,
challenging the central position western man has occupied
.

(1992, p.

.

.

37).

Park goes on to say that this has led to the fragmentation of

subjectivity (multiple identity). Mass media and the technological age
has blurred the distinction between reality and representation, making
it difficult to ground oneself.

The critical theorists hoped that

reason would create true knowledge, distinct from ideology by

protecting itself from vulgar common sense and divorcing itself from
metaphysical superstitions of the previous era. Now there are
movements in the world to regenerate the traditions of the native
peoples. Their unity with nature and their spiritual connection to
life is attractive in a world in which dualistic thinking has failed
so miserably.

Post-modernism and post-structuralism have fastened feminism
and,

for that matter,

all universal agendas in a political,

epistemological and, for some,

a

spiritual quagmire.
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Even so, certain

branches of feminism and some participatory researchers
have managed
to find something refreshing about its tenets. "It
opens up an

opportunity to rethink and redefine the way social science and
P ar

^ c tpatory

education can insert itself in the process of improving

the human condition"

(Park,

1992, p.

37).

Post- structuralism

From the post- structuralist point of view, people are not
autonomous, rational beings, but rather they are entangled in a world
of "inscribed language."

The theory of post-structuralism questions

assumptions about how knowledge originates.

Joined to this is the

investigation of how power and knowledge are associated. In post-

structuralism key questions are posed, such as "who is speaking",
"what power is given to the speaker" and "what assumptions exist to

create this knowledge."

Pertaining to a "Third World" perspective,

the pertinent question is "who speaks for whom?"

Post-structuralism

shares with post-modernism an anti - foundational epistemology,

rejecting foundational truths located in disciplinary knowledges and
the unitary rationalist subject as foundational to all knowledge.

The

post- structuralist agenda focuses on the deconstruction of taken- for-

granted historical structures of socio-cultural organizations within
which various versions of the "individual" and the "social" have been
written.

It rejects the universal subject and takes issue with the

centuries - long rule of Enlightenment epistemology and its fictions of
the individual

Post-modernism
The post-modernist movement states that knowledge is historical

and contextual, and that it is a product of particular discourses.
The discourses that create knowledge create power.

In its critique of

"Modernism" and the Enlightenment ideals of inherent structure in

language and social relations, post-modernism rejects the idea that a

subject creates knowledge through rational abstraction.
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Post-

modernists refuse to see humanity as a unitary subject
striving toward
a goal of perfect coherence

(in its common stock of beliefs) or

perfect cohesion and stability (in its political practice)
(Lovibond,
1990, p.

155).

Post-modernists speak against an absolutist, unitary

concept of truth, paving the way for a plural understanding of truth.
It allows for heterogeneity,

fragmentation and "truths." 3

They

advocate for pluralism in morals, politics, and epistemology.

They

don't believe that a single source of theory can drive all humanity,
nor do they believe it is possible to create a common language to make

everyone answerable to a single standard.

Post-modernists such as Richard Rorty state that "a form of life
which no longer aspires toward a more - than-provisional truth will be

better on broader cultural grounds, than one which continues to do so"
(Rorty,

1980).

Another post-modernist, Jean Francois Lyotard, goes

further by saying that "grand schemes of truth inevitably lead to the

suppression of diversity and difference" (Lyotard, 1984).

He warns

against actively seeking to bind together the multiplicity of thought
and practice into a single "moral organism" or "significant whole."

What post-modernism offers as an alternative is what Lyotard
calls the "art of judgment formation in the absence of fixed rules."
He claims "it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces

our ability to tolerate the incommensurable" (1984,

Feminism.

p.

27).

Post-modernism and Post- structuralism

Some post-modern critics,

including feminists, have rejected

post-modernism because it implies chaos and stymies action of any kind
on the behalf of humankind.

Elspeth Probyn (1990) says that the

3
Original source unknown - quoted from Sherry Kane - booklet
created for Popular Education and Participatory Research class. The
only information is the page # and name of the article: Gender and
Knowledge p.187-188 and Theory and Politics of Post Modernism, p. 9
.
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"post-modern epistemological metaphor of travel and
nomadic
subjectivity threatens to remove the ground from
feminist theory."
However,

some feminists such as Carmen Luke and Jennifer
Gore

(1992) consider that there are certain similarities between
feminist

thought and both post-modernism and post-structuralism.

According to

them feminism and feminist literature have evolved over more
than two
decades of rethinking the "subject."
These historical treks have taught us that there are no
finite answers, no certainties in any one position.
Trajectories of difference cannot be subsumed under a
generalized other.
(Gore & Luke, Eds. 1991, p. 5)
To these feminists, post-structuralist and post-modernist

theoretical tenets have been helpful to the extent that they fit with
Their current feminist political projects and attempts to construct

pedagogies.

However, as bell hooks (1990), Nancy Harstock (1990) and

Carmen Luke (1992) point out, the abandonment of the subject and, by
extension,

the rejection of grand theory, may have serious political

consequences for all marginalized groups which attempt, at this

historical juncture, to re-define their subjectivities and identities
and theorize self/other relations from their standpoint.

We can see

in the literature of the post - structural and post-modernist feminism

that they are adamant about not abandoning their foundation:

Feminists disagree on many theoretical and political
issues, but they do agree on the rejection of the
masculinist subject in history as the foundation to all
truth and knowledge.
Post- structural feminists do not
float uncommitted on a sea of post-modernist theoretical
indeterminacy. Standing firm on a politics of location and
identity - post- structuralist feminists do not disclaim
foundation.
A post-structualist epistemology accepts that
knowledge is always provisional, open-ended and
relational.
(Luke, 1992, p. 7)
Those who seem most attracted to this form of feminism are

educators and researchers (Lather, 1991; Ellsworth, 1989).

They are

seeking ways to not impose a grandiose theory of emancipation and

critical pedagogy onto their students.

They are aware of how the

representation of "subjects" in language is organized in a
particularly discursive system such as science, schooling, or even
"the oppressed"

(race,

gender, and class), and are presented in these
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discourses as in need of remediation (Lather, 1991,
pp 4 3-47;
Ellsworth, 1989, p. 298).
.

Gore (1992) offers some suggestions in this regard:

More attention within empowerment rhetoric needs to be put
toward contexts.
This would help shift the problem of
empowerment from dualisms of power/powerlessness, and
dominant/subordinate that is, from purely oppositional
stances, to a problem of multiplicity and contradiction.
It may be helpful to think of social actors negotiating
actions within particular contexts.
(1992, p. 68)
,

She stresses that her notion of contexts should not be

misconstrued as pseudonyms for the present or immediate.
Context must be conceived as filled with social actors
whose personal and group histories position them as
subjects immersed in social patterns.
Thus, contexts for
the work of empowerment need to be defined historically
and politically with acknowledgment of the unique
struggles that characterize the exercise of power at the
micro levels.
(1992, p. 68)
The Cultural Feminists also join the post-modern movement in

their critique of meta-narratives of universal truth.

They have

grappled with this issue through adopting the extreme position of
cultural relativism. They see different female subjectivities as
innate.

They assert that power comes in naming the problem, a process

in which consciousness-raising involves self-analysis and

individualization (Goetz, 1992,

p.

144).

Oppression, to the cultural

feminist, comes to be seen as a dynamic amongst individuals in

context.

According to Goetz (1992,

p.

145), however,

cultural

feminism dismantles the claims of western normative universalism, and
poses as a fundamental problem the epistemological basis upon which

feminists justify their project of transforming women.

"In it,

the

coherence and even existence of the single category 'women' is being
Goetz asks,

undermined."
'who am I?'"

(1992, p.

"can 'what must be done' be replaced with

146).

Her opinion is that "feminists must be

able to find appropriate ways of knowing women's experiences and the

structures that shape them; further, feminists must develop

theoretical accounts of knowledge which retain continuity with those

experiences

"
.
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Post- structural and post-modern feminism have alot in
common

with Third World feminism in objecting to the freezing of the
Third

World woman in time and space, reducing her to indicators (such as
self-sufficiency).

Moreover, post-modern and post- structural

feminists also agree with the Third World feminists and their

rejection of monolithic notions of sexual difference as the central
focus of study and intervention and with the Third World feminist's

claim that Western feminism has ignored other class, cultural, and

historical contexts as determinants of feminism.
As we begin to examine the interventions which might follow

these positions in the refugee setting,

required is a
society.

it appears that what is

reconceptualization of power and how it operates in

Power in modern terms, and within the framework of Gender

and Development definitions of women's empowerment, is defined as the

ability to act, to influence, and to exercise control.

Power

relations are assumed to be a commonality of struggle, across class
and culture, against a general notion of oppression (Mohanty, 1991).

Rather than taking the GAD perpective in overcoming barriers to
participation, the post-modernist, post- structural feminist would not
see power in binary terms, but as fluid, diverse, diparate and ever-

This would be of particular

changing elements of resistance.

importance to refugee women because of the dynamic nature of change in

diverse social environments.

Young (1994), claims that:

This approach makes room for particular identities but
also concedes that the importance of difference varies
according to its source; oppression cannot continue to be
equated across the board (p. 85).

Analyzing the oppression of women from different standpoints
must therefore include a rigorous analysis which points to the

"consequences and inter-relations of different sites of opposition,
class,

race, nation and sexuality;

and an understanding that all

recognized claims to knowledge are partial, situated, local, and open
to revision (Goetz,

1992,

p.

151)

.

In this instance,

the knower (the

refugee service provider wishing to overcome barriers to women's
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:

and the participatory researcher wishing to work with

resistance to participation) must consciously take responsibility for
"her claims and enabling practices" (p. 151).

Young (1994), suggests that:
Refugee women need to be encouraged to develop diverse
mechanisms to allow for their participation in all aspects
of refugee settlement and to harness their beleifs and
ways of surviving to adapt creatively to new environments
86).

(p.

Summary of the Chapter
This chapter has revealed a link between the hidden agendas of
the international refugee regime with its monolithic approaches to

women's participation in development in the refugee setting and the

transformative agendas of critical theorists and emancipatory
feminists in carrying out participatory research.

Both agendas have

totalizing tendencies which fail to constitute an adequate depiction
of social "reality" of those on whose behalf their agendas intervene.
The rhetoric of post-modern and post- structural feminism help to

provide the possibility of a balance between diversity and sameness in

supporting meaningful, autonomous and independent existences for
refugee women.

Instead of concentrating on Western theoretical models

such as WID or GAD which impose certain understandings of the world on

refugee women, it requires our taking greater account of refugee

women's varied roles as community members with important historical
and cultural backgrounds
I

claim an affiliation with both post- structural and post-

modernist views in my search, within the dissertation, for ways to

work with the motivational disparities inherent in both the use of
participatory forms of research and the participatory intent regarding

women within the refugee setting.

Post-modernism and post-

structuralism offer the discourse for dismantling and deconstructing
both.

However, the methods of the post-modern and post- structural

world views and their application in this dilemma are still not fully
developed
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Chapter 4 will continue the search for ways of working.

This

time by examining the power relationships that emerge when
theory

(agendas of social justice)

,

and practice (methods of honoring and

strengthening the diverse lives of refugee women) converge.
Both explorations will be in the domain of participatory

research as

I

prepare the reader for the analysis of the research with

the returnee women in Chapter

7
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CHAPTER 4

METHODS OF THE RESEARCH
The—third precept
Do not force others, including
children, by any means whatsoever, to adopt your views,
whether by authority threat, money, propaganda or even
education
However through compassionate dialogue, help
others renounce fanaticism and narrowness
.

,

.

,

Along with theoretical concerns, methodology

is one of the

most

talked about aspects in the discourse of participatory research (PR)
(Cancian,

1993;

Comstock & Fox, 1982; Hall, 1993; Maguire, 1987; Nyden

& Wiewal

1993;

Park,

,

1993;

Petras & Porpora,

1993).

I

think the

reason why methods are so frequently hashed out in the academic
treatises on PR is because we are forever trying to account for the
issues of power which this work unearths

.

We claim to be working

toward balancing the knowledge/power equation, yet our very existence

within the paradigm

is

enough to send us scrambling for increasingly

better ways to prevent what Fay (1977) refers to as "the irony of

domination and repression inherent in most of our efforts to free one
another"

(p.

201).

From an historical perspective, the grappling with methods in PR

partially grew out of the controversies surrounding how to approach
critical theory in practice and now more recently, in how to carry out
PR and Participatory Education, after abandoning their totalizing

theoretical underpinnings.

between the two.

There are some distinct similarities

Both struggles will be illuminated here, making use

of my experiences and others from the PR literature.

They will be

presented chronologically, to expose their depth and nature as mine
and the other PR theorists' and practitioners' thinking evolved.

The

interconnectedness of theory and practice is called praxis" in the
discourse on PR.
other,

It is in the spirit of praxis,

that this chapter is written.
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of each informing the

The or

/

,

Imposition and the Role of the Researcher

Even before post-modernism and post-structuralism had reared
their heads to challenge the very foundations of emancipatory/critical
theory, practitioners had expressed concerns about the possibility
of

theoretical imposition while carrying out PR.
In Chapter

3,

Paulo Freire suggested that we not impose our

universal ideas on others
of oppression,

but never suggested abandoning his theory

,

altogether.

Instead he encouraged us to dig in with

the people in finding out why they are resistant to democratic

approaches to knowledge production,

"always returning to the critical 1

understanding of the situation" (in Jurmo, 1985,

p.

3).

The pragmatic researchers in PR (described in Chapter
su gg es Ted a dialogic method,

3)

also

looking for a theoretical understanding

of local issues in the people's own knowledge of their situation.

According to Comstock and Fox (1993,

p.

104),

"the pragmatists simply

wanted to remain open about the applicability of specific theoretical
categories to any particular situation."

They did not suggest the

abandonment of the underlying themes of oppression and emancipation in
critical theory either.

Both Freire and the pragmatists at least

acknowledged some problems around universalizing agendas.

In

contrast, others simply could not trust that the people's own

localized theory-building around oppression would be sufficient to
overcome it.

Some role had to remain for the one who also knows about

oppression, supposedly in a more generalizable and refined way.

UNESCO's International Council on Adult Education (1980) defined

participatory research as

a

process in which the people's raw

knowledge -- sometimes distorted and inadequate --

is

systematized by

"reflected knowledge," while control of this process remains with the
local community.

1

Participatory research in this definition is then a

emphasis my own

dialogue between people with different perspectives, but
with the same
interest in liberation (Himmelstrand 1977; Rader, 1980).
,

I

wonder how they meant for this mutual interest in liberation

to be established and who actually defined it? Nowhere in
the

participatory research literature
However,

is that specific

juncture described.

there has been no lack of description of the reasons and

methods for working through the barriers to liberation.

False Consciousness
Some critical theorists held firm in their belief that unless
the ideological codes which keep people unfree were exposed and worked

through, not only would resistance to participatory forms of research
go unchecked, but emancipation would not be possible

1980;

Comstock & Fox, 1993).

(Borda,

1979,

Fals Borda goes on to point out that the

weight of ideology has systematically distorted the people's view of
their world and their own capabilities.

From Borda 's standpoint, the

result for most has been passivity and resignation to the status quo
as an unchangeable and natural experience.

Bryceson and Mustafa (1979) and Jackson (1980) warned that while
professionals in participatory research may be directed by popular
groups,

they nevertheless must not permit false consciousness to

dominate the process

According to Comstock and Fox, "the pragmatic approach seldom
leads to fundamental changes in power and decision-making structures.
It fails to move the oppressed beyond ideologically distorted

estimations of the actual and the possible" (1993,

p.

These

107).

"ideologically distorted estimations" are what has been called "selfdelusion" in the writings on critical theory (Geuss, 1981,

p.

58).

Ideological codes, according to Geuss (via the critical theorists of
the Frankfurt school) are imbedded through the institutions which the

people in a given society have deemed legitimate (such as the public
school system, as manipulated by the government).

They take these

institutions to be legitimate because they present

a
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set of norms

which are organized into a world view which all members
of the society
hold.
People in positions of power in these institutions,
however,
may use this normative power for repressive and coercive
reasons.

The

communication in this type of society becomes distorted and its
world
view may never come up for free discussion, and thus may be
immunized
from criticism.
According to the critical theorists, if the people
continue to believe that this world view is legitimate then they
suffer from "false consciousness" which is, in fact, self-imposed.
However, when the people come to realize the role they play in this
delusion, how they enable the dominant power to dominate,

they begin

to have critical consciousness and are eventually enlightened and free

of self-imposed coercion- - they are emancipated.

They are then ready

to take action to change the institutions which they have enabled to

bind them (1981,

p.

58).

What methods are necessary in order to move the person toward
this awakening?
it is through

"

Jurgen Habermas (1971) in his various writings says
self - ref lection" that the oppressed come to be free

from ideology.

Here are three statements by Habermas about self-

reflection, none of which actually describe how we move agents toward
self- reflection:
1.

Self reflection "dissolves" a) self - generated
objectivity, and b) objective illusion.
-

2.

Self - ref lection makes the subject aware of his
own genesis or origin

3.

Self - ref lection operates by bringing to
consciousness unconscious determinants of
(Geuss, 1981, p. 61)
action or consciousness.

Paulo Freire's "pedagogy for the oppressed" incorporates self-

reflection as part of his methodology, the product of which he calls
"conscientizacao" or "a degree of consciousness" (a point when
individuals are able to see the social system critically)

.

There are

three steps and their related questions in this process:
1.

What are the problems in this situation (naming)?

2.

Why do these problems exist (reflecting)?
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3

.

What can be done to change the situation (acting)? (in
Smith,

1987,

p.

3)

According to Freire, the role of the liberatory educator is
to
facilitate the carrying out of these steps.

It is stressed,

however,

that in PR and participatory education there is no expert who knows
the answers and whose job it is to transmit those answers:

Individuals come together with equally valid, but
different perspectives, sharing problems which have yet to
be formulated.
Participation is not a convenient
pedagogical tool, it is the heart of the pedagogical
process.
Conscientizacao is not a simple goal to reach,
it is the ultimate goal of the pedagogy of the oppressed
(Smith,

1976, p. 4)

At a certain point in my own training in participatory research

and education,

I

naively attempted to apply what I'd learned from

Freire, Borda, Comstock and Fox, Hall, Park and others in a difficult

cross-cultural setting of my own choosing.

A Personal Case Study

During several months of working as an educational facilitator

with the Cambodian Buddhist Sangha (the monastic community consisting
of monks, male lay leaders and nuns) in the refugee camps on the Thai-

Cambodian border, I'd noticed that the nuns were largely ignored when
it came to educational interventions

.

They seemed to learn the

Buddhist teachings through osmosis- -mostly by being omnipresent during
sermons in the temple.

In my study of Cambodian culture,

I'd

discovered that older women are respected because of their age and
life experience and often younger women seek them out for advice about

family problems.

At the time,

there was a team of outside researchers

(Western psychiatrists) in the camps, who had determined that there
was a mental health crisis in Site Two (the largest of several camps
on the border with a population of 179,000)

(Mollica & Jalbert, 1989).

Suicide, depression and domestic violence had reached epidemic

proportions (according to their study and the reports of aid agency
officials).

I

felt that in the healing process within the society,

the nuns might play a larger role if they could gain some basic skills
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in counseling and couple such skills with their existing
skills as

meditators and grandmothers with life experience.
Cambodian- American social worker who joined me,

I

Along with a
saw my own role as a

co- facilitator for their empowerment, helping them to build
confidence

in their knowledge so that they could improve their education,

thus be

advisors and counselors to women and families in trouble.
I

began talking to them about their lives, and learned that

they had many problems (mostly physical and economic)

and that in

,

addition they were troubled by the fact of having been asked regularly
to help younger women in distressing circumstances.

They expressed to

us that they felt ill-equipped to deal with the extent of these

women's problems, which often included incidences of alcoholism,
gambling, domestic violence and rape, all the result of having lived
in camps for so many years

As we carried out a "shared learning workshop" with the

intention of skill -building in social care, for which
outside funding,
together.

I

I

I

had received

continually insisted that we build knowledge

placed our chairs in a circle, and kept

a

vigilance

surrounding shared learning, suggesting we pose questions which would
help them dig into the causal issues of the problems discussed in the

workshop and devise action plans to address them.

Half of the

workshop participants consisted of younger women who were working as
counselors, social workers, and medical assistants.

They'd had some

training in working with troubled women already, and the Cambodian

American social worker with whom

I

worked felt that they could learn

from the nuns about Buddhism and healing, and the nuns could learn
from them about counseling and social work.

As the workshop

progressed, when we asked the nuns to share their knowledge of
Buddhism,

their life experience and their skills in meditation and its

healing qualities, they always deferred the power of authority
regarding the Buddha's teaching to those whom they felt had knowledge
(usually the monk or a male lay leader)

.

They were very shy about

their life-experience knowledge, and only a little less shy about
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their knowledge of meditation.

Once they felt they could trust me,

I

was told by one of the nuns that in Cambodian Buddhist practice,

knowledge is considered a gift and that it is earned by having done
good deeds in this or a previous lifetime.

No one should speak unless

they were sure that what she had to say was correct.
that

I

She insisted

was higher than they, so was my Cambodian- American colleague

who had her Masters Degree in Social Work, and so were the monks who
came into the workshop as guest teachers.

No matter how much

to convince them that their knowledge was valuable,

I

tried

they held firm to

their view.

My assumption, at that time, was that they had internalized the

ideological codes concerning the inferior role of women within the

Cambodian as well as other Southeast Asian-Buddhist traditions.

I

also thought that their explanation about merit-making was actually
the way the religious rituals on morality had been co-opted by the

ruling classes in order to control the people.
were experiencing "false consciousness."

I

When

I

concluded that they

presented this

position to my Cambodian- American colleague and suggested we devise
ways to help them dig into the cause of this, she called me

ethnocentric, and eventually refused to work with me in the workshop

follow-up which was to take place in Cambodia the following year.

When

returned to the United States, hurt and yet wanting to

I

confront my own mistakes,

I

began to investigate this issue in the

literature and with colleagues with whom

question emerged for me at this point:

I

shared my story.

Whose end-state of female

educational equality was being defined here?

I

had identified their

oppression for them as embedded in their religious cosmology.
methods,

if

I

had had

a

A

My

chance to implement them, would have been

dictated by an a priori theory I'd already adopted concerning the
nature of their oppression.
Even Critical theorists Comstock and Fox have admitted that
there is danger in assuming that the people are dominated by false

consciousness and in need of correction.
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This danger,

they felt,

centers around the possibility that the participatory
researcher or
educator may adopt an authoritarian form of interaction with
the

community, which will produce domination and stifle the people's

capacity for self-analysis and self -critique

addressed in several other places.

.

This problem has been

Conchelos and Jackson (1980,

p.

7)

assert that some sort of balance must be struck between the influence
of the indigenous people's and the professional researcher's or

educator's perspectives.

Fals Borda (1980) points out that the

intellectual who is committed to popular struggles must deal in two
languages simultaneously:

scientist in social change.

that of the people and that of the
In this way the professional researcher

systematizes the raw knowledge which may be distorted or inadequate
and moves the people toward reflection.

This is done while control of

this process still remains with the local community.

Patti Lather (1991), sees a deeper problem in this approach.

"Theories of oppression position the oppressed as unfortunately
deluded, and critical pedagogues as "transformative intellectuals"

(Aronowitz & Giroux, 1985) with privileged knowledge free of false
logic and belief."

"Such a bald statement" says Lather,

the profound dangers in attempting to speak for others

,

"points out
to say what

others want or need, of performing as the Grand Theorist"
"the master of truth and justice"

(Foucault,

1977,

p.

(p.

136),

12).

Petras and Porpora (1993) temper this criticism a bit in their

discussions of the work of the University of Central America (UCA)
They speak of the epistemic privilege that comes from situatedness.

UCA sees its mission to authoritatively uncover, document, and explain
the conditions of oppression that surround it locally.

The conditions

of the poor in the area of the university suggest an organic
The UCA

relationship between the university and the neighborhood.

faculties do not believe that the poor are epistemologically

privileged
Their knowledge is certainly not of the theoretical sort
however, it is their experience of reality which
must be listened to, that must be taken seriously. If the
.
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overall project is liberation, then it is to the
experience of oppression that we must attend first
(1993, pp. 116-117)
Petras and Popora go on to say that it is not enough to
"vividly" understand how the poor see and feel their oppression,
but
also to see the solutions they envision.

inevitably come from them" (1993,

p.

"The solutions must

17).

They feel that as academics

we can help them reach these solutions both with our substantive

knowledge and our methodological skills.
these skills:

They give two examples of

in the formulation of the problem and its clarification,

and giving them other ways to think through their viewpoints.
quote Ellacuria (1991, pp

.

They

215-216) who believes the university should

become the "reason" of the poor.

To Petras and Popora,

more than unidirectionally raising consciousness.

themselves set the agenda" (1993,

p.

this means

"It means the poor

17).

Hondagneu- Sotelo (1993), in her work with illegal immigrants in
Los Angeles,

suggests that rather than consciousness-raising being an

intention of the researchers,
to her,

it is instead a by-product.

According

consciousness-raising may emerge in various contexts;

spontaneous incidents that are unprodded by participatory researchers.
There may be group discussions that attempt to reduce
participants' feelings of self -blame, unworthiness, and
incompetence, and as a result we may try to relate
personal problems to unequal distributions of power in
98-99).
community and society.
(1993, pp
.

She considered it arrogant, however,

to assume that the presence of

the researcher was necessary to stimulate consciousness-raising.

"The

women's discussions derived from lived experiences, everyday concerns,
and their social exchanges amongst one another" (1993,

p.

100).

Theodor W. Adorno of the 2nd generation of the Frankfurt school,
in recognizing the problem of diverse views of coercion and

liberation, suggested a "contextualist or historicist approach to

reflection in general and to the criticism of ideology in particular
(Adorno in Geuss

,

1981, p.

63).

He saw the social and cultural ideals

of agents as part of "our tradition and having no absolute foundation
or transcendental warrant" (p.

63).
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For Adorno, we must start from

where we happen to be historically and culturally, from
a particular
kind of frustration or suffering inhibiting our attempt
to realize a
historically specific project of "the good life." He said that
our

critical theories which we propound in the course of this
undertaking
are extraordinarily fragile historical entities which, even
if

effective and "true" can never lay claim to any absolute standingthey are effective and true only relative to this particular

historical situation and are bound to be superseded"

According to Geuss

(p.

63),

(p.

63).

this view of Adorno's fits in well with

the strongly held Frankfurt view that:
a critical theory in this situation is addressed in a
particular way to a particular group and contributes to
their self-knowledge by making explicit for them the
epistemic principles they already use (but of which they
may not be fully aware) and by giving them knowledge of
what changes would result if they were to apply "the
standards of rationality" they tacitly accept in a
consistent and thoroughgoing way to the whole body of
their beliefs.
In general, then, a critical theory
specifies for these agents how they would have to modify
their beliefs to attain their ideal of a rational,
satisfying existence.

It seemed there was still an overlay of hubris in these

statements; a hegemony inherent in this method.

As

I

moved toward

continuing my interventions with refugee women in Cambodia; in the
hope of following up the workshop on social care with nuns inside the

country after repatriation,

I

still was caught in my own hubris,

worried about having no methodological approach to help smooth over
our epistemological differences.
I

I

wanted to help them overcome what

saw as a very low opinion of the worth of their knowledge and

abilities, without imposing my views of oppression on them.
that perhaps

I

I

decided

didn't fully understand the Cambodian way of seeing

gender roles- -that my views were decidedly narrow and a more in-depth

understanding would lead me to appropriate methods.
I

turned to qualitative research

I

decided to work with a group

of Cambodian nuns (resettled refugees) in my neighborhood and see how

they viewed their knowledge.

revealed.

Perhaps something different would be

After 3-4 months of participant observation and dialogue
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with this very small group (4), they confirmed what I'd learned
from
the original group in the camps.

They also deferred the authority

about the Buddha's teaching to their male meditation teacher and
®xplcii.ng;d

£q me that knowledge

is a gift and only those who have

earned the right to teach through merit-making could be worthy to
teach others.

Even when

of the Buddha,

something they have been taught since early childhood,

I

asked them to tell me the story of the life

they were very reluctant about relating it.

It occurred to me that

how they viewed my position as an academic, might have been
instrumental in their intimidation.
While working on this particular research project,

I

also did

some reading to see what the anthropologists had to say about gender

roles in Cambodian society.

I

did this with the full realization that

they too were outsiders and could only provide me with a

representation, a partial truth.

Anthropology's Version

Anthropologists who have investigated gender relations in

Cambodian society both before 1975 (Ebihara, 1960) and more recently
(Ledgerwood,

1990)

,

have found them to be linked to a larger

moral/social order- -that is actually
all beings are ranked.

a larger cosmic order in

which

Geertz (1973), in his study of religion in

Southeast Asia, found that in this moral/social order, humans exist
Among human beings, all individuals

beneath gods and above animals.
are ranked.

Southeast Asian languages clearly demonstrate this

through their lack of generalized pronouns and their specialized

vocabularies for addressing royalty and clergy.
of things are inherently unequal.

Humans in this scheme

In Khmer Buddhist conceptions,

these ideas of inequality are expressed in terms of merit, karma and
dharma.

In Southeast Asian terms,

a

person is a leader because he had

in this or a previous lifetime performed selfless services for others

by which he accumulated merit.

It is this store of merit,
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manifested

as good karma,

that makes him a leader.

belief represents

a sort of

Viewed structurally, Buddhist

.

motal hierarchy.
Each individual might be characterized
as a "balance" of his religious merits and demerits; a
sort of ratio or product of his accumulations of moral
rewards is the result of the individual's acts and the
karmic consequences of these acts.
(Kirsch, 1981, p. 121)
Statuses in this moral hierarchy have a corresponding role to

Play in society.

To fulfill one's role to the best of one's ability

is the way to gain merit and to be born into a better life/status/role

next time.

This is to fulfill one's dharma

.

As anthropologist

Clifford Geertz puts it, "there is one ethic to fulfill, one nature to
express
do so"

.

.

.

Priests sacrifice, warriors kill- -it is their nature to

(1973, p.

196)

In Cambodian culture,

these generalized notions of how in fact

the cosmos is ordered are played out within daily life.

merit,

The notion of

ideas about its accumulation and loss, and the corresponding

effect on one's social status provide the perimeters for determining

prestige in Khmer culture.

Khmer religion is what Ortner and

Whitehead (1981) refer to as "legitimacy ideology."

The status of men

and women within this prestige system is relative, changing and
That a woman is fulfilling her dharma means that in

contradictory.

Khmer society men become monks and women feed monks.
is one of a donor

mother.

(of her food,

Her primary role

time and money), and as nurturing

According to Ledgerwood, to speak of women in Khmer society

as "at least of equal importance to men because of their reproductive

capacity and their role as nurturers of children and men"
1981, p.

55),

is

missing the point

.

.

(

Muecke

.

It oversimplifies the complexity of the discussion.
Status in Khmer society is not only a relative thing
amongst individual men and women, but since people are

responsible for their karmic status - which affects their
material status - people's fortunes will change over
This kind of
lifetimes and within a given lifetime.
is not
consequences
karmic
to
linked
falling
and
rising
conducive to a binary distinction between categories of
people.
(1990, p. 42)

Theravadan Buddhist ideology (unlike some others) does not
yield a view of the world as permeated with the dual
attributes of "maleness and femaleness" but, rather, a
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un verse that is characterized by a more pervasive and
multi-leveled inequality.
(Eberhardt, 1988b, p. 79)
-*-

Status in Khmer society can also be multi-contextual, which
is

changing in particular situations.

For example,

the woman hold the

finances in the family and hers and her family's status often may

hinge on how successful she is at managing them.

However, Ledgerwood

(1990) would say that "it's the viewing of symbolic images of the

female and other gender images and their relation to the social order

which are more revealing.
(1990, p. 42).

These gender images are often paradoxical"

Eberhardt elaborates:

Researchers interested in the cultural and social systems
that distinguish and organize men's and women's lives are
confronted by incongruities, ambiguities and outright
contradictions in patterns in belief and practice, in
image and reality.
(1988, p. 73)

And March adds, "gender symbolism is quintessentially mythic.

Gender not only provides multiple perspectives on the world, but those
perspectives are interconnected, contradictory and simultaneous"
(1983, p.

741).

The Abandonment of Critical Theory?

Suddenly the thought of carrying out participatory research
and/or feminist projects of emancipatory theory and practices under
these circumstances began to seem ludicrous to me.

Even Adorno and

his "contexualist" approach of starting from where people are

culturally and helping them to identify what aspects of this are
inhibiting their quest for a better life (in Geuss, 1981), seemed
invasive and Euro-centric
Scrupulously,

social injustice.

I

could not get out of my mind this matter of

Suddenly the locality of the injustice began to

shift in my consciousness.

It became apparent that our Western

epistemological standpoints in female empowerment, even as it

pertained to the advancement of women's educational opportunity in
Cambodia and many other countries around the world, were misguided.
I

was beginning to realize the fallibility of our grand schemes to

76

change the world.

saw our master narratives about emancipation and

I

oppression struggling to maintain dominance, yet crumbling,
splintering, and fragmenting in the wake of the plurality of

contesting voices.

Was

forms of research?

I

I

now also ready to let go of participatory

realized that PR, stripped of its totalizing

theories of oppression might be the only means in which

I

could

justify continuing this work at all.

The Development Literature on Methods
.Equal subjects coming together with equally valid, but

.

.

different perspectives, sharing problems which have yet to be

formulated

.

.

.

Participation is not a convenient pedagogical tool,

it is the heart of the pedagogical process"

These words kept ringing in my ears.

continue my work in Cambodia, yet

I

I

(Freire,

literature,

I

1984).

so much wanted to be able to

was stymied as to how this might

unfold, considering these latest discoveries.

search for methods.

in Smith,

I

took a detour in my

found illuminated in the development

in the areas regarding social change,

that the reasons for

the failed attempts of development workers to move peasants from

tradition to modernity might be based on their misconceptions about
the nature of tradition in societies.

Peter Marris

,

in his book Loss

and Change (1984), suggested that change moves out of the womb of
tradition.

Anthropologists Lloyd and Susanne Rudolph in their work,

The Modernity of Tradition (1967), reinforce this perspective.

In

their view, the development agent is misguided by seeing tradition in

opposition to modernity.
related instead.

Traditions and modernity are dialectically

Classes, castes, religions, statuses and roles

within dominant ideologies "are all grist for the mill of social
change" (1967,

change?

p.

10).

How do practitioners go about affecting such a

Denis Goulet offers a set of methodological guidelines which

still carried with them an air of arrogance:

"Every group, has an

'existence rationality' which assures existence and cultural
integrity, defends identity, and preserves harmony with surroundings.
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The key to sound change strategy is the recognition
that every

existence rationality contains an inner core of values central
to
identity and cultural integrity against which a frontal attack
should
not be mounted in the pursuit of change.

Rather, change agents should

initially focus on values on the outer margins of the existence

rationality that are pliable and provide entry points for incremental

When those initial changes on the outer margins take root, it

change.

might be possible to gradually direct attention toward the core" (in
Graybill

,

1995, pp

.

17-20).

This still did not address how the change agent nibbles away at
these outer margins or what happens when outsiders with their own

agendas,

traditions and cultural -historical horizons encounter the

insiders with very different horizons.

What is the epistemological

basis of promoting change in this situation?

adjudicating disputes and differences.

There may be no way of

After learning about the

cultural constructs of Cambodian society,

I

find my ground for

criticism of their culture as it regards women, and their resistance
to the democratic values intrinsic to participation, very shaky,

indeed.

Every tradition can provide justification for its fundamental

values.

There is no fundamental independent acultural standpoint.

It

seems that both the development agenda of modernity and the

emancipatory and democratic agenda of participatory research are
suspect in concocting schemes of modernity, equality and emancipation
that are all systematically contrived out of context,

from oppression,

having their origins in Western thought and culture.
So,

Maybe.

was

I

now in a position to accept cultural relativity?

Moral relativity?

inequity now lie?

Of course not.

So where did the sources of

And what impact did this have on the theories that

underlie participatory research and thus its methodology? Do we

abandon our role as change agents?

If PR itself is problematic due to

its theoretical foundations in the Western-constructed ideals of the

Enlightenment, then should it be robbed of its ground in ideals of

equality in knowledge production as well?
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It seemed to be left

floating on a sea of relative indeterminancy, in much the
same way as
the abandonment of foundation in post-modernism
threatens to undermine

feminism's very existence.
In my continued work in Cambodia, was

democratic basis of participation?

I

ready to abandon the

That meant accepting their belief

that people are inherently unequal.

I

had studied Buddhist thought

and no where did the Buddha teach that human beings are inherently
unequal.

respects

He said that they are born equal,

"but only in some

.

In other respects no person is born equal to any other
person.
Our mistreatment of, or wrong attitude towards,
this equality and unequality has given rise to all kinds
of problems, from the social to the spiritual ones.
(Raj avaramuni
1982, p. i)
,

,

Was it not the very fact of inequality that has created

participatory forms of research in the first place?

This was not

antithetical to the belief of the nuns- -it was in agreement with them.
The real problem lay in my imposing my views of equality onto them.
It meant looking at the egalitarian methods generic to PR and PE in a

non-dogmatic way and to realize that "rights" in Cambodian Buddhist
terms was something that they would need to define for themselves in

context

The Truth about the Truth

"Societies," in the words of anthropologist, Clifford Geertz,
"do not hold still for their portraits"

The universal truth

(1983).

of change still leaves room for the change agent.

The universal truth

of suffering still leaves room for those who choose compassionate

social action as a vocation.

The universal truth of power and

domination of one group by another leaves room for both, but
Michel Foucault once said in an interview in
(

L'

Express )

:

a

.

.

.

French magazine

"We shouldn't be searching for the truth, but instead,

searching for the reason why we have to know the truth in the first
place" (Paraphrase of Nietzsche by Foucault,

Truth

,

T.

Anderson, editor, 1995, page 45).
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in The Tru th about the__

I

had to accept the fact that I'd been looking for
something

solid, a sense of security in some tangible and unchanging
force, a

larger meaning to give my life purpose.

problematic only when

I

In fact,

all of this became

sought to impose my need to fix the world, to

impose my sense of the truth onto others: those whom I'd labeled

oppressed in my terms, in need of my help.

Post-modern and Post- structural Feminism to the Rescue. Again
Post-modern, post-structural and Third World feminists have
found ways to reconcile the nihilism implied in post-modernism through
its advocacy of a "foundation of difference.

"

I

began to ground my

epistemology and my methodology on the "foundation of difference."

I

rejected the certainty of modernist discourses, the self-certain and
singular subject, and the knowledge that promises answers that lead to
closure
Post- structuralism critiques the violence of rationalism
against its others.
It has demonstrated that as a
discursive practice, rationalism's regulated and
systematic use of elements of language constitutes
rational competence "as a series of exclusions"
of
women, of people of color, of nature as an historical
agent.
Post- structuralism is not bound to reason, but to
discourse, literally narratives about the world that are
admittedly partial.
(Ellsworth, 1992, p. 96)
-

I

also began to see the danger in methodological orthodoxy.

It

helped me to acknowledge the post-modernists' and post- structuralists
And

tenet that any effort at definition begins to shape a discourse.
there are theories associated with my positioning on methods.

I

have

already, and will continue to present them as part of my strategic

objective, and recognize that there is a politics to framing things in
this way.
For example,

emancipatory social scientist and educator Patti

Lather positions herself, along with other oppositional theorists

within the post-modern feminist perspective, in trying to achieve
liberatory practice without a liberatory intent.
to search for ways

She speaks of a need

in educational research to "operationalize

reflexivity" in critical inquiry.

Calling this,
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a

"uncharted

territory," she suggests that one way to operationalize
reflexivity is
"to treat our thoughts not as a system, but as a
relationship."

Lather (1991) rlso speaks of how we acknowledge our position
as social
actors in histcry with what she calls "operationalized
positionality,"
an unf ixed position, in which
.

The goal is a shift from the romantic view of the self as
an unchanging, authentic essence to a concept of "self" as
a conjunction of diverse social practices produced and
positioned socially, without an underlying, essence (1991
p.

82)

Buddhism and Post-modernism
As a practitioner of Buddhism for many years

I

,

could not deny

the associations that I've made between post-modernism, post-

structuralism and some of the Buddha's teachings.

Patti Lather's

description of a self without an underlying essence
idea of "anatta" or no-self in Buddhism.

similar to the

is

In my search for methods

which help me with power imbalances inherent in my education and
research with the Cambodian people, it has been helpful to focus on a
practice of non- attachment to a solid sense of "I."

Siddhartha Gautama Buddha may have been the first
deconstructivist.

Born into the premodern world of Hindu, India in

the sixth century B.C., he made the post-modern move of slaying the

Hindu soul or Atman and positing the no-self or Anatta.

The

historical Buddha, had a spiritual realization that the self is an
illusion.

I

saw it as a creation of the thinking mind,

out of identification with experience in each moment,

"constructed

thus providing a

sense of continuity in time and space," he said (Zweig, 1995,

p.

145).

Freedom in Buddhism requires the discarding of the concept of self.

When

I

think about emancipation in the context of PR,

it seems that

the liberation from oppression that emancipatory theorists refer to is

quite superficial.

Buddhism teaches that the root causes of suffering

and problems are inherent in the nature of life.

For even more

fundamental than the social restrictions, life itself is subject to
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the physical vicissitudes of its own creation:

from birth, decay,

disease and death.
The other Buddhist teachings which have helped me in the
realm

of methodology include the practice of letting go of the idea of
self.
It is the practice of non- attachment to dogma.

There is a saying

within Buddhism, "if you meet the Buddha on the road, kill the
Buddha."

It means don't be attached to the teachings.

This is the

concept within post-modernism of abandoning totalizing universal
theories.

It allows for a plurality of meanings to arise,

no one way

favored over another.

Buddhism also aided me in my attempts at abandonment of
oppositional, dualistic or binary ways of seeing the world.

The

practice of non- attachment to self, helps illuminate the

insubstantiality of the subject-object dichotomy- - out of which, in my
experience, arises compassion.

Compassionate action in Buddhism is

based upon the principle of interconnectedness or interbeing.
a solid self,

Without

the barriers between "I" and "other" break down.

cease to be the oppressed one, and

I

You

the one who knows about your

oppression, having methods of liberating you.

In compassionate

action, we suffer "with."

The concept of dukkha or suffering is the basis of all of the

Buddha's teaching.

It is through the concept of suffering that
it is not like moral

Buddhist social justice emerges.

However,

justice (reward and punishment)

There is no law giver who sits on

high,

.

deciding what is right or wrong.

Instead, social justice in

Buddhism is based on the theory of karma- -vippaka or cause and effect-of action and reaction.

It is a natural,

rather than a man-made law.

Every volitional action produces effects or results.

A good action

produces good effects and a bad action produces bad effects.
to the individual's own volition.

Therefore, social justice is

carried out through individual good acts and oppression
of individual bad acts.

It is up

is

the result

Working within the contexts of people

in compassionate action means taking responsibility for my own
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s

lives

actions.

It allows for a multiplicity of strategies
or methods to

arise in order to best meet the needs of suffering
as it arises in
context, without premeditation.
The Buddha taught that if the right to self development is

denied or restricted, it is right to struggle for

That every
human being has the right to self - development and, thus,
to freedom
and happiness is an imperative of the ethics which is based
it.

on the law

of the Dharma (natural law).

This law enjoins, as it were, that let a

person sincerely do what is right and the process will work out of
itself a corresponding result.

If

struggle for the sake of the

I

Dharma, out of love and compassion,

it is not for personal gains or

from selfish motives, not out of greed or hatred.

Otherwise, the

struggle to secure the human rights for some can become an act of

appropriating the human rights of others.

Carry out the cause for

social justice with this kind of intelligence can mean achieving

freedom without frustrating the freedom of my fellow-beings and

winning happiness without inflicting more suffering on the world.
For me,

taking responsibility for my own actions as a method

within PR means awakening "bodichitta" or heart.

It means cultivating

gentleness, which is not judging things as right or wrong, good or
bad, but looking gently and honestly at myself and then going on.

next moment is always fresh and open.

I

The

don't have to get frozen in

an identity of any kind.
This Buddhist path is not linear.

backs and forth.
don't live it,
I

do.

I

I

There are many ups, downs,

am nowhere and everywhere on it all at once.

fall off it.

I

I

do live it and feel much better when

Throughout the rest of the chapter,

methods and theory as a subtexts as

I

I

will continue to explore

prepared to continue working in

Cambodia

Preparation for Doing the Research
As

I

prepared to carry out the requirements for my doctoral

degree in international education,

I
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discovered that working with the

nuns was not going to be possible.

I

had trouble locating the nuns

from the original workshop during my preliminary visit to
Cambodia to
lay groundwork for the follow-up.
I had kept their family ration book

numbers they'd given me in the camps, knowing that they would
be

receiving rations from the United Nations in conjunction with the

World Food Programme for 400 days after repatriation and the ration
book numbers would continue to be used- -their final location in the
country would also be in the UNHCR's computers.

As

I

began my search,

it became evident that the information about their final destination

inside the country was faulty.

I

found only one of the nuns in a

temple high on a mountaintop outside the provincial capital of

Battambang, near the border.

She was very clear with me that she was

sick and only wanted to meditate.

particular temple.

There were over 100 nuns in this

It occurred to me that we might continue what we

started in the camps with some of these women.

The head monk of the

temple made it clear that these nuns were not interested in doing

anything but staying in the temple in a monastic practice.

Serendipitously
temple.

,

I

met a nun leader there who was not living in the

She had escaped to France before the Pol Pot regime and had

returned to Cambodia to begin an order of nuns who could be more
"socially engaged" - -especially to help very poor families.

relationship which has continued to this day.

I

We began a

helped her form her

organization and together we implemented the workshop follow-up in
June of 1995 with a completely different group of nuns.

We once again

invited social care workers from various NGOs and other agencies

working with returnee families to interact with the nuns.

There were

similar problems with the nuns' participation in activities.

They

were very shy about their knowledge, and basically intimidated by the

whole workshop format.

The nun leader has had trouble getting nuns to

participate in the work of her newly-formed organization, as well.
She says "it is because the nuns don't have education and don't feel

they can help others.

They can barely help themselves."

84

The workshop in June,

requirements, however.

1995 was too late for my degree

The funding I'd received from the York Center

for Refugee Studies for the doctoral research project was
on a time

line which

I

would not have been able to meet if

I

waited for the

process with the nuns' organization.
I

decided instead to work with younger women, those who would

have something in common with the women I'd worked with in the camp
workshop.

They would have received some training and education in the

camps from the Western aid agencies.

Considering the intellectual and

spiritual journey I'd been on since the workshop, it made sense to

continue trying to make sense of these discoveries and at the same
time provide them with an opportunity to come together to discuss

their issues since returning home.
The participatory action research literature/discourse puts a

strong emphasis on working in pre-existing communities and
organizations.

The reasons are that communities and organizations are

more capable of carrying out action plans, once formulated, without
the help of the research facilitator.

To expect a community or

organization of returnee women to have formed so soon after
repatriation was unlikely.

I

had to be content with bringing returnee

women together without their having had any prior connection, except
that they had all been in camps and that they had all received some

form of education there.
I

was still a little confused about letting go completely of

being a facilitator in the cause for social justice.
decided

I

Even though I'd

would combine what I'd learned from past experience, with my

Buddhist practice of letting go of dogma of any kind, and the
sentiments of the post-modernists like Lyotard in attempting to

practice "the art of judgment formation in the absence of fixed rules"
(1984,

p.

27),

I

still couldn't enter the river without

a

raft of some

kind
I

hand.

decided to tailor research methods to the specific task at
It became helpful to think of social actors negotiating actions
85

within particular contexts.
be considered;

In this way issues of power could still

those discovered by the women and me in localized
form

(micro- -immediate considerations both in the research
process and in

terms of its relationship to the content to their lives), and

generalized outward, if necessary, to inform policy (macro- -in terms
of the training of refugee service providers and the nature of

education and participation for women in camp settings).
The post- structuralist and post-modernist feminists were best at

helping me map my way through this question of abandoning the
political project of liberation, while maintaining concern for those
who may be manipulated, not only by their own society, but by ours.

I

was reminded that as long as the research initiator holds some

foundation on which his or her motives for intervention are based,
then the politics of said initiator must be "explicit and explored."
I

was encouraged to be self - reflexive

,

clear with myself and others

about my position and its power implications with the researchers, and
to facilitate a process that may or may not reveal structural or macro

level problems.

The Research Question Prior to Implementation
As

I

prepared to do research with the group of women returnees

in Cambodia,

I

decided that if the co-research education process lent

itself to consciousness-raising on each of our parts, so be it.

I

would not make it my goal.
My having a funding source required that

question and a research proposal beforehand.

I

have a research

The research question

I

chose seemed somewhat innocuous, it asked:
Has the education which these particular women received in the

camps been rendered useful to them back home?
not,

If so, how? If

why?

This question grew out of my own observations while in the camps
of aid, and development agencies training men and women in Western
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approaches to education, medicine, and organizational
development.

I

realized that this was again defining oppression in advance
for them.
I

was uncomfortable from the beginning in having a research

question.

It seemed contradictory to what I'd learned from my

previous experiences.

I

admit,

it helped me to write the report for

funding source and of course, it formed the nature of my choice of
researchers, and had a partial, yet strong impact on the way the

information was structured and processed in the sessions.

Ultimately

did partially abandon it, both during the process

I

with the women and later when it came time to satisfy my research

requirement for the doctorate

actually changed my research

I

.

question after returning back to the United States.

I

decided that it

had been a mistake for me to enter this situation with both
intent and a research agenda.

I

would not use any of the content of

the research to shed light on my research question.

Chapters

1

and

2,

I

a PR

As is apparent in

used the existing literature instead to examine

the power/knowledge issues around participation of refugee women in

educational programs in camps
I

decided to form my research questions for the dissertation

around the actual process of doing the research, using my field notes
and personal journal as well as the audio taped transcripts of our

work together,

2

and to include the matter of having had a pre- formed

agenda and its implications in the research analysis.
I

I

felt that if

was going to contribute to a field of study within the dominating

knowledge system,

it was my task to illuminate exactly what that means

from my own experience as a white female academic attempting to carry
out research with a particular group of women who had just spent the
last 10-12 years in refugee camps.

The Atman was viewed as an immanent bit of Brahman, the
For
transcendant self or creator, that lived within human beings.
Hindus, enlightenment or self-realization, involved awakening the
Atman to its own divine nature.
2
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Comments on my Data Collection Methods
I

First,

kept careful records of the research activity in three ways.
in a daily journal which

in that

I

distinguished from my field notes--

I

was engaged, when not working directly with the co-

researchers,

in networking and information gathering with a variety of

aid agency service providers around refugee reintegration.

journal was also a place for self - ref lection

.

The

The field notes were a

consistent rendering of what was taking place in my sessions with the
co-researchers.

I

tried to keep field notes during sessions by

listening to audio tapes of sessions prior to the next session and
also writing soon after.

Finally,

the audiotapes themselves became

the most important form of documentation.
I

asked permission of the co researchers at the first session to
-

use the tape recorder and to take notes.

necessary to keep a careful record so

I

I

explained that it was

would not misrepresent them in

the various documents that would be written as a result of our time

together.

When asked, none of the co researchers felt that my record
-

keeping or the audio -taping would be

a problem.

Upon returning to the United States, the three methods of
record-keeping were used to create
experience together.

Chapter

6

a

chronological tapestry of our

will follow the unfolding of that

tapestry, defining the process in a chronological way.
In Chapter

7,

I

will describe the dynamics of our relationship

within the research process.

In the introduction to that chapter

will also explain the choices

I

I

made in framing it in this particular

way; how it helped me follow through on the knowledge/power issues

that this chapter and the dissertation as a whole have raised.
In the meantime, Chapter

5

will present the research context

through the words of the women with whom

I

worked, while also

incorporating historical information from both the literature and my
own experience.
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CHAPTER

5

CONTEXT OF THE RESEARCH
Do not avoid contact with suffering
—fourth—precep t
or close your eyes to the suffering around you. Do not
lose awareness of the existence of suffering in the life
of the world. Find ways to be with those who are
suffering by all means, including personal contact and
visits, images, sound.
By such means, awaken yourself and
others to the reality of suffering in the world.

TJl&

.

It is my intention in this chapter to provide the reader with a

chronological rendering, beginning with the Pol Pot regime and ending
with the return of the refugees from the border to Cambodia, in order
to provide some background information about the society,

the events

and the environmental conditions which, over the last two and a half
decades, have shaped the lives of women with whom

I

worked.

It is

also my intention to describe the events that shaped my own

experiences in the refugee camps.

Finally,

wish to share with the

I

reader some of the content of mine and the co researchers
-

conversations together during the research.

The co - researchers

'

views

may be in contrast to or confirm the interpretations of the outsiders
like myself, whose experiences in the camps were based primarily on

information gathering visits.

The Pol Pot Time
In the words of one of the spiritual leaders of the Cambodian

people, Maha Ghosananda,
(1988, p. xx)

.

"The suffering of Cambodia has been deep"

Their plight has been documented in dozens of books,

journals, news articles, films and videos, which have given testimony
to horrific atrocities.

When

I

visited Cambodia most recently, in March 1996, the

streets of Phnom Penh were bustling with cars, trucks, motorbikes,

cyclos and horse carts.

People were busy reconstructing their lives,

busy trying to survive.

Very few reminders remain of that day in

April of 1975 when the United States military pulled out its troops,
its flag,

its embassy and its conscience.
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By 1979,

as the first

stories from the Thai -Cambodian border began to leak out,
the reality
of what we had turned our backs on began to unfold.

On April 18, 1975, Pol Pot and his Khmer Rouge army toppled
the
U

installed government of Lon Nol and began a mass expulsion of
the
entire population of the capital city into the countryside. Having
.

S

learned about Marxism in Paris and from Tito in Yugoslavia, Pol Pot
and his henchmen engineered an agrarian plan for Cambodia that was

modeled after the Chinese Cultural Revolution.
Cambodia to "year zero"
got in the way.

and would destroy anything and anyone that

Children were removed from their parents and taught

to spy on adults.

Anyone not willing to do their share of 16 hours

per day in the rice fields was shot.

So were those who were suspected

of being a part of the Lon Nol government.

became targets

.

He intended to return

Educated people also

The rice fields and the natural irrigation systems

were disrupted, as the Khmer Rouge, also known as "Ankha"

,

tried to

increase rice production through a carving out of mass canals.

country's economic and social infrastructure was destroyed.
was abolished.
defaced.

The

Currency

Schools were closed and the Buddhist pagodas were

Monks who resisted were shot.

The Exodus to the Border
By 1979,

it became obvious that the plan was failing miserably.

Mass starvation and disagreement among Pol Pot's cadres brought on a

Communist- Vietnamese invasion of the country.
said that more than one million people had died.

By that time,

it is

Suddenly hundreds of

thousands of starving, traumatized people began to pour over the

border into Thailand.

The armies of the Khmer Rouge, the Royalist

party under the exiled Prince Sihanouk (FUNCINPEC) and the former
Prime Minister San Sann's Khmer People's Liberation Front (KPNLF)

formed a military government in exile at the border called the

Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK)
the Vietnamese.

,

in order to fight

The Vietnamese saw themselves as liberators of the

people from the terror of Pol Pot.

The CDGK considered the Vietnamese
90

invasion an act of aggression which reinforced centuries
of border and
ethnic conflicts between the two countries.
As

I

place the co researchers historically in this context,
-

think it is important introduce them to the reader.

I

The following was

the result of one-on-one interviews with each of the co - researchers
in

my hotel room prior to our research together 1
C:

I

:

am age 40, married, and have three children.

My

husband is currently unemployed (he was a school teacher
in the camps)
I graduated from high school before the
Pol Pot time and lived in Site Two south from 1980-1992.
My education in the camps included 4 years of mental
health (counseling) training.
I was a caseworker, did
survey work in mental health and now have a j ob with a
newly formed local NGO as a counselor/ social worker.
.

S: I am age 41, married, and my husband is unemployed.
He
was a soldier in the camps.
I have two children:
1
daughter age 8, 1 son age 7.
I lived in Ritysen camp
since 1981.
The # of years I spent in the camps is 11
I
returned to Cambodia in August 1992.
I attended primary
school for 5 years during Sihanouk's time. Just before
coming to the camps I became a group leader in a village
in Takeo province.
My education in the camps included:
three months as researcher/social worker, three months
with a Khmer -American in research/social work, and six
weeks of training with the director of the
in women's
leadership.
My first job in the camp was for five years
with the
assistant to the director as group leader
during which I did home visits to elderly, widows,
handicapped, orphans and poor families.
I also did
research/surveys in family problems for both visitors to
the camp and insiders as well.
My current job is as a
caseworker for a local social service NGO which grew out
of an international agency.
Since returning to Cambodia
I've been sent to the Philippines for two weeks to learn
about street children and also took a 3-day workshop in
social service with an NGO women's group.
.

,

My husband is
I am aged 28, married with no children.
I graduated grade 7
employed by an NGO in Phnom Penh.
under the Hun Sen government and went to the camps in
1984.
I continued my education in the camps with a tutor
in English and Thai language and at the Faculty for
Advanced Education. At first it was difficult for me to
study in the camps because the Thai soldiers were always
bothering me when I was away from my parents. That is why
I worked for a German run public
I was tutored at home.
health agency for one year, as librarian for four years,
and later studied computer for 6 months in Thailand. Just
before repatriation, I received training in human rights.
as a
Upon returning to Cambodia I worked for
I am currently unemployed, but doing work for
secretary.
my husband and myself at home.
T:

agreed that the names of the co - researchers and the
organizations with whom they worked would be remain anonymous.
Hje

,
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I am aged 25, married, with one child
age 2.
I
finished high school in Ampil camp.
I spent six years in
Ampil camp from 1981-86 and then 4 years in Khao I Done
camp.
From 1986-87 I was a nurse in
for
From
1988-89, I received training as a midwife practicing
while I trained in the hospital.
I then worked for 6
months as a midwife for
I was a nurse/midwife after
that for two years.
One and a half months after returning
to Cambodia I got a job with an international NGO
I
speak and write and read English. At first I did survey
work for this agency in the returnee villages. Now I work
full time as a secretary, translator and computer
operator

B:

.

,

.

I am 30 years old, married with a son 18 months and
a
daughter 8 years. My husband works, but I don't. We'd
lived in the camps from 1981 until 1993.
Before coming to
the camps and before the Pol Pot time, I studied in
primary school from 1970-75.
From 1980-81 I studied
English in Phnom Penh. After going to the camps I
received no further education.
The training I got was
from a Christian organization and I learned in church
about the Bible.
I also did some translation work for the
Thai Red Cross from 1983-89.
From 1989-93 I counselled
women in the camps about Jesus. Now I have no job except
a mother and housewife.
I live in my sister's home.

M.

I am 42
I am married.
My husband was a military
officer and a spy while we were living in the camps. Now
he stays home with the children.
I have four children,
ages: 12, 11, 9, and 1.
I had other children but they
died during the Pol Pot time.
I went to primary school in
Svay Riem before the Pol Pot time.
In the camps I
received four years of women's leadership training and
three years of training in first aid with the Red Cross.
We lived in the camps from 1982-93.
During that time I
worked with my husband in the camp administration. We
were group leaders working with new arrivals.
Later I
interviewed returnees, registering them and changing their
rice ration cards for repatriation.
I returned to
Battambang in 1993 and now have a j ob as a community
development worker for the --.

MM:

.

I
I am single with no children.
I am 31 years old.
lived in Site Two camp from 1984 to 1992.
I attended
secondary school in Cambodia before the Pol Pot regime
from 1973-1975.
I also continued my secondary school
education in the camps from 1980-83 and took a private
English course as well. While in Site Two, I had several
I
trainings in midwifery and to be a medical assistant.
was a student in the delivery room combining training and
I received a midwife certificate
practice for 4 months.
in 1992 and a medical assistant certificate from
from
I had a total training and practice time in
in 1990.
Upon returning to
this profession of six years.
I then
Battambang I was hired by UNTAC as a translator.
and
received training in Community Development from
have a j ob with them since June 1993 as a Community
Development worker.

D:

I lived in the camps
I am single and forty years old.
for eleven years, returning to live in Battambang on March
I have had some education in Cambodia before
22, 1992.
I was a student of pharmacy at Phnom Penh
the war.
I attended this university for three years
University.

N:
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n er
raduat:ed
W^ en in the camps, at first from
Qo^ oo
T®
1986-88
I was an assistant in the Khmer
administration.
Later I worked for UNBRO Educational team advisory
committee
I received extra rice rations and
canned fish
each week for my work.
I attended a management class
a
curriculum development class, and a methodology of
psychology class.
Since returning to Cambodia I now work
f° r
as a community development worker in six different
villages
)

'

T

,

SS
I was married in the camps, but my husband
now lives
in Canada.
I have one child by him and she is eight
years
old.
I am 33 and consider myself divorced.
I lived in
:

Site Two camp from 1981-1993.
Before going to the camps I
used to have a small business selling clothes and drinks.
I was head of our household with my sick mother at that
time
I attended two years of secondary school before the
Pol Pot time.
When I first arrived in the camps I learned
English and continued to learn English through 1985.
I
went to work for
as a post-natal caseworker for 1.5
years.
I then went for training for the methodology and
pedagogy of psychology to become a teacher.
In 1984, I
became a teacher for the first grade of primary school.
I
then taught grade three.
In 1986, I trained with
in
the methodology of teaching for 8 months.
From 1987-89 I
attended a training of teachers sponsored by UNBRO in
Thailand specializing in Khmer language. We visited a
teacher training college while in Thailand. At the UNBRO
teacher training center, I worked for one year and then
returned to my old job in Site Two in the primary school,
this time working for the principal.
I attended another
teacher training in Singapore for three months from
September to December 1992.
Since returning to Cambodia I
now work in Battambang city for an NGO
I am a
trainer.
I train Khmer people in self-confidence, problem
solving, decision-making, and community development.
.

.

,

I am married, with grown children.
I was a school
teacher in Battambang before the Pol Pot time. When I
arrived on the border in 1979, I saw the need to help the
women.
I started my own agency that lasted until 1992.
I
set up a social service agency and a teacher training
agency.
I also was the secretary for the administration
and eventually was the only woman on the Executive
Committee of the camp administration. Myself, I got my
education in 1984 when we moved from Khao I Dong to Site
I
Two and the shelling and fighting had calmed down.
helped set up a university and studied public
I am
administrative law.
I got my diploma after 3 years.
now the lead trainer for a local NGO outside of Phnom
Penh

Y:

I am not a returnee, but I participated in this
research work because I want to learn about research for
I work in the street
my current job with an American NGO.
I lost my
I have had two husbands.
children's center.
I had two children with my
first husband under Pol Pot.
I am now 46 years old and have a 2nd
first husband.
He had six
His wife died under Pol Pot.
husband.
Before
children with her and now we have one together.
I
the Pol Pot regime I had five years of primary school.
then trained as a midwife for three years in a school
I also practiced delivering
associated with a hospital.
After that I worked for the
babies at this time.
I was given a certificate by the Ministry of
government.

H:
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Health as a midwife.
I was a midwife in the hospital
and
also in women's homes,
In 1968, my salary as a midwife
was 700 Reil = $100 U.S per month.
During the Lon Nol
government it was 4000R = $40 per month. During the Pol
Pot time, I was a farme r and helped women with their
deliveries and but rece ived no pay. Now I make 30 000R
per month = only $15 U. S.
I never left Battambang since
was born.
I am now a s ocial worker with the street
children.
I work for
,

]

Their own flight to the border was told by the women co - researchers
as
they shared their stories with me and each other:
At that time in 1979, after the Pol Pot soldiers deserted
us and the Vietnamese invaded, my husband was so sick with
malaria.
We decided we must leave the mountains and go to
the Prasat province.
So we did this, but on the way we
came to the Vietnamese soldier check point on the road.
They told us this is their territory and we cannot stay
there.
We decide we are so sick and tired we don't care
if we die there.
We just don't have any energy to move.

My sister gave me one "G" (gram) of gold and I decided to
go by myself to the Ritysen camp.
It is very dangerous to
go by myself, I know.
I don't even know how to get there.
I just ask the truck to drive me to Swai Sisophon.
I get
in the truck and I was crying.
I was alone.

It is 2:00 a.m. and someone said this is the place where
the Thai authorities said we can stay.
My oldest
daughter's feet are all swollen and bloody.
It is very
difficult for us at that time.
*/<"

"J\

Millions of people were evacuated to live in the forest.
The whole cities and towns were like ghosts.
Pol Pot's soldiers asked us to leave our house for a few
days and come back in three days after they cleaned the
We left the house with sadness and we were never
country.
allowed to come back.
I had two
At the moment this happened I was 28 years old.
children and was nine months pregnant. We were insulted
We
by the Khmer Rouge when we took things from the house.
walked day and night and were pushed to Pre Veng province.
When we reached near by this village we'd never known
before, we stayed for a few days and I had a baby there
Nobody helped me. My two children were
under the tree.
The next morning Pol Pot's
crying because of hunger.
soldiers pushed me to go on until they pointed out the
place to live.

We walked with suffering and fear.
We walked with anger.
As you know to be forced to
We walked with difficulty.
walk just one day after the delivery is cruel. You can
imagine how I felt, a woman such as me who had a good job,
I didn't know where my
a good salary, and a good house.

94

husband was.
I didn't know where my parents,
my sisters
and any other relatives were.
They separated our family.

When we arrived at the destination called Poborey they
stopped my children and me.
It was a place where many
people and soldiers were killed or died of hunger.
On my
way to Poborey, I met my two sisters and my brother.
They
looked thin and sad. After walking for three weeks, my
sisters and my brother died one by one from starvation.
My baby who was just one month old died of hunger
I felt
like a crazy woman.
I realized that I had to struggle to
stay alive.

During the early years, people escaping from Cambodia to the

border found themselves in camps which were moved repeatedly because
of the fighting between the resistance forces and the Vietnamese.

Many different agencies, with their sometimes conflicting mandates,
tried to bring order, food and medical supplies with the help of the
Thais and the refugees themselves.

Fighting on the border intensified

the plight of those escaping as well as those trying to provide

assistance (Levy & Susott, 1986).
There was fighting in the camps and I'm so afraid at that
time for my home and my child.
We escaped with only one
pot and a little bit of my rice.
This unexpected thing
that happened forced us to leave in such a hurry my
husband could not even remember his shoes. For me I only
have time to grab my own shoes and run away.

Because of the fighting with the Vietnamese, the men
stayed in one camp and the women in another.
I had very
bad luck because even though I escaped from one camp to
the other, I had no relatives and I am pregnant with my
second child. My husband was then in the Ritysen camp
leaving me with my one eight-year-old child. He was not
there with me to have my baby.

The
The entire camp was attacked by the Vietnamese.
My family, together with other
people were scattered.
A little later we were
families, took refuge on Red Hill.
This was a temporary camp
sent to Bang Poo camp.
separated from Khao I Dang by barbed wire.
As Thai government forces responded to the initial refugee flow

from Cambodia, some soldiers took advantage of the chaos:
The Thai soldiers went to one house at a time to check
what we have in the house. At night, the soldiers came to
We are
the house, rape the women and take all the things.
It feels
very angry at the Thai soldiers at this time.
like we are slaves, they just come and if you wear a watch
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at night they just come and take anything nice.
that we cannot let them get away with this

However,

We feel

the Thai Red Cross along with the International

Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) were some of the early relief
agencies on the scene.
It became obvious by January 1980,

that some of the camp leaders

were making healthy profits from relief goods by inflating camp

population figures and selling diverted supplies inside Cambodia on
the flourishing black market across the border (ICRC,

1981).

When

I arrived on the border in 1979,
I never dreamed
there would be so many people there.
There is disorder.
No one was taking care of each other.
If they had a
problem, they had to solve it by themselves.
It seemed to
me if we let them be like this they would live like the
animals in the forest.
I spoke to the Khmer person in
charge and suggested that we group the people so we can do
the needs assessment.
I grouped the women first.
We
needed to get them the rice from the UN.
I saw that the
man takes the whole bag because he can carry it.
But he
just runs away and he won't share with the woman and
children.
Sometime she stands for one day and she gets
nothing.
At that time I was secretary of" the
administration and I told the administrator we have to
provide the rice to groups of women and children.
He
agreed that this was a good idea. And we succeeded at
this by 1980.

By January and February of 1979 the United Nations and its

agencies began focusing their political and humanitarian resources on

resolving the Cambodian crisis.
cold war politics.

They did so against a background of

It took until November of 1979 to garner support

in the form of a resolution.

Resolution 34/22 was passed appealing

to all states and national and international humanitarian
organizations to render, on an urgent and
nondiscriminatory basis, humanitarian relief to the
civilian population of Kampuchea, including those who have
(USRSG, United
sought refuge in neighboring countries.
Nations, 1992)

Controversy leading up to this resolution revolved around the

holding of the Cambodian seat in the United Nations.
1979,

On September 21,

the UN General Assembly accepted the CGDK (not the Vietnamese-

occupied Cambodia) as the recognized representatives of Cambodia.
This CGDK included the Khmer Rouge and Pol Pot.
the United Nations until 1992.
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This flag flew over

In spite of these delays,

the UN,

in cooperation with other

international organizations such as the International Committee
of the
Red Cross (ICRC) managed to undertake a substantial relief
operation.

,

By 1982 this operation had channeled some $633 million
into Cambodian

relief activities.
of Cambodia,

This money was used in three areas:

the interior

the camps on the border, and the holding centers inside

Thailand (UN- OSRSG
By 1981,

,

1992).

ICRC removed its major operation from the border and

UNICEF led the aid mission there until the end of 1981.

By then the

Cambodian border populations had been provided with the minimum
supplies necessary to survive.

For future assistance to the border,

the United Nations formed the United Nations Border Relief Operation

(UNBRO)
In the camp, only the woman can receive the rice from the
I receive 7 kg for two weeks.
Not enough
for my family.
I always mix the fish chang with the sugar
and salt and spices to make food and we eat like this for
four or five years until 1984.

organization

.

Because

I stayed with one family that is very poor, I went
to the camp leader and he gave me a ration card.
For two
people they gave us only 7 kg of rice per week.
So we
decided to make a business. We went to the Thai border to
buy some vegetables and meat and carry it in my sack to
the camp to make a business.
This is a very difficult
time for us because we still do not have enough to eat and
my husband and I must sleep outside under the part of this
family's house that hangs over.

Eventually smaller camps, which dotted the border areas from
Swai Sisophon to Surin, were consolidated into huge civilian

populations formed around the three military factions.

The camps from

which most of the co - researchers came, and one in which

I

several months, was Site Two, belonging to the KPNLF.

I

spent
also visited

Site B (belonging to Prince Sihanouk's royalist faction, FUNCINPEC)

and Site

8

These particular camps were

(run by the Khmer Rouge).

formed by 1985 out of eight holding centers, which in 1979, contained
680,000 Cambodians (OSRSG, 1992,
8

p.

34).

The people in Sites

2,

and in several other smaller camps along the border were called
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B

and

"displaced persons" not refugees and had little, if any
hope of

resettling in 3rd countries like the United States, France
or
Australia.

The reasons for this are fairly complicated.

Suffice it

to say that the UNHCR only had a few holding centers
and those people

who were lucky enough to end up in them were given "refugee status".
f&ct,

230,000 Cambodians from these holding centers have been

resettled in third countries since 1975

3A)

(p.

.

The rest were

considered illegal immigrants by the Thai authorities and were give
the label,

"displaced persons".

It should be noted these "displaced persons" could not go back
to Cambodia safely either.

The entire border area was land-mined by

both the resistance factions and the Vietnamese.
During my first visit in 1989, the Thai forces had developed
terrible reputations for raping Cambodian women at night in the camps
or prostituting women outside the camps with Thai men.

Boston sought me out when they had heard

A family in

was going to the camps and

I

told me about their youngest sister who had come over the border since
the Thais closed it in 1985,

and was hiding in one of the camps.

They

said that a Thai soldier had discovered her and was demanding sexual
favors in return for not reporting her.
I

They begged me to intervene.

ended up giving her name and her picture to a agency official in

Bangkok who let me know later that the girl had been located and would
now be protected.

They said that she identified the man who was

responsible and he had been reprimanded.

Rapes and other violence

toward women was possible because the relief agencies, for safety
reasons, were not in the camps at night.

The Thai military also would

shoot anyone attempting to leave and were, for the most part, bullies
to the camp population.

Life is so hard in the camp but we cannot go back to into
Cambodia because the police know who d left and they will
We must go outside of the camp at night to
arrest them.
So we must take
get the food to survive or we will die.
My husband
the chance even though it is very dangerous.
once met the Thai soldier and the soldier hit him and
almost killed him and told him he must not go out of the
camp again.
'
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The Thai military at that time were called Task
Force 80, and
remember them as being well-armed and very mean looking.

I

In fact,

while

I

was in Site

B,

a man had been shot and killed for going out
of

the camp perimeter for firewood.

By the time

I

returned to the camps

in 1992, Task Force 80 had been replaced by the DPPU,

Persons Protection Unit.

the Displaced

They looked more like boy scouts and girl

scouts and did not carry weapons.

These larger camps became cities in exile.

UNBRO

,

in

conjunction with other aid agencies and the Thai Government, allowed

voluntary agencies by the dozens to create programs for this

population
The education of children was limited by the Thai government to

primary school.

UNBRO, at first,

thought they would hire outside

agencies to help design the curriculum and to provide teacher
training.

Qualified teachers were scarce because of the systematic

killing of the educated by the Khmer Rouge.

Thais were recruited to

teach along with Cambodians from the camps.

Dozens of school

buildings were erected.

Eventually, UNBRO abandoned its decision to

contract outside help and made plans to oversee the education

operation themselves.

They,

in turn, hired educated Cambodians from

resettled countries to come and do teacher- training.

Thais were hired

for this task as well.
I

happened to be in Site

on the first day of school.

8

The

Khmer Rouge cadres who ran the camps led us from one school building
to another,

showing us the books donated by the Japanese Shoto

Mission, and the tables and chairs built by UNBRO.
shy,

The teachers were

and we were told that most had no more than 5th grade education

themselves.

Children sat at small tables facing front with their tiny

chalk boards - -paper was pretty much nonexistent.

We had a video

camera with us and were allowed to shoot the school setting; however,
we were told we could not photograph the mountains which surrounded
the camps.

It seems that the Vietnamese regularly bombed Site

targets through the mountains

.

I

8

using

had heard that women and children
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from this and other Khmer Rouge camps were forced
at night to run
ammunition through the mountains (and mine fields) to
military

installations over the border.
for the outside world.

Site

8

was the Khmer Rouge showpiece

They projected an image of normalcy in order

to continue to receive UN aid for their civilian
population (which

ended up being used for their military operations as well).

Although the Thais only allowed primary schools in the camps
I'd heard that secondary schools were started without the permission
of UNBRO.

They met under trees, used books translated from English

into Khmer, and provided certificates to their graduates.

A Faculty

of Advanced Education was also begun by a Catholic organization
(COERR), offering advanced courses in political science,

administration, human rights, mathematics, and geography.

These

courses were taught by foreigners, mostly transferring Western

concepts of human rights, political science, organizational
development, and administration.

I

was told by one of the Catholic

nuns in charge that there were very few women in the courses.

The

Faculty of Advanced Education graduates received certificates which
they brought with them back to Cambodia after repatriation.

I

met and

talked with one of the COERR nun administrators of the program in

Cambodia in 1994 as she attempted to start
language for adults in Battambang.

a school for

English

She informed me that many of her

students from the Faculty of Advanced Education were having trouble

using their certificates even though some had the equivalent of a
Baccalaureate degree.
credentials.

She said the government did not recognize these

The only jobs these educated adults could find, she

said, were with the Western aid and development agencies.

Many more

were unemployed.
Several agencies in the camps offered training in midwifery.
Two classes were started to teach social care and mental health.

Many

small NGOs sprouted up, with their administrators trained by

foreigners but run by Cambodians.

A support group for victims of

domestic violence and a battered woman's shelter were also formed.
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I

visited and interviewed the personnel of

a school for

hairdressing, a

video center, a Buddhist research and publication
center, a cultural
center for Buddhist arts, a school for meditation
for nuns, literacy
classes for women, human rights workshops, a women's
peace group, mine
awareness workshops, and prosthesis making classes,
AIDS awareness
workshops, human rights education and classes in English,
French and
Thai.
My sense, from talking to the heads of many of these
organizations, was that very few women were participants, considering
the number of women in the overall camp population.

One of the largest trainers of women in the camps was the Khmer

Women's Association (KWA)

.

Begun by a Cambodian woman, Yah Khoun, who

was the only female member of the camp administration, this

organization provided outreach to families, and trained Cambodian

women as social workers.

Women also got skills in mat weaving,

crocheting, basketry and cooking.

Due to her political connections,

Yah Khoun had many resources at her disposal.

After repatriation she

became the lead trainer for a Cambodian NGO called Khemera, helping

women all over Cambodia in gaining self-confidence in order to take
care of their households.
The co - researchers share some of their educational experiences
in the camps

After I am in the camps for a few years, I decide that my
husband needs to study.
So I sell small cakes in the
camps to get the money for him to take a class.
The Khmer
Women's Association saw what I was doing with my small
business and decide that I am strong to do this.
So, in
1982, the KWA interviewed me and decided that I can work
for them.
In 1987, they put me in charge of twenty women
Then when it came time
to become group leader for them.
to go to repatriation, because of my experience with the
KWA I got a j ob with
to help with the placement of EVI
(Extremely Vulnerable Individuals) in Cambodia
.

.

.

***

Under the Hun Sen government I passed grade seven of the
So I applied for a j ob in Site
lower secondary school.
I got a
Two only a few months after we got in the camps.
So I
a public health agency from Germany.
job with
worked for the public health and I looked after the people
We would go and visit the people one-bywho were sick.
one in their home and then go back to the office and tell
The women in the camps have
them about the sick people.
There is one woman who has many children
many problems.
,
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and a husband who always separates from her and
wants to stay with her. Our group helped this never
woman and
she. made a business for herself and has fun by
making a
living
Then suddenly this woman's husband wants to come
back and live with her.

Before the Pol Pot regime I used to be a student and
before 1988 in the camps I studied English when I am with
my husband.
This experience helped me with my new job.
Learning English during my time in the camp also helped me
with my own mental health.
By 1989,

the populations of the camps on the border had swelled

to 300,000 and many of the inhabitants had been there for ten years.

In July of 1988, a meeting of the Committee for the Coordination of

Services to Displaced Persons in Thailand (CCSDPT) took place in
Bangkok.

This organization included UNBRO

agency officials.

,

and Thai and voluntary

They met to discuss the deteriorating mental health

conditions in the Khmer displaced persons camps

.

This meeting

produced unanimous agreement that immediate steps must be taken to
remedy the forces which had created "a mental health crisis" in Site
Two and other border camps.

Among the many statements made at the

conference the following were the most poignant, if not slightly

paternalistic
What are the human costs of camp life ... of the Khmer
displaced persons? How extensive are they? I wouldn't
know how to answer that question except to say that the
costs are far too high to be ignored!
They demand
Solutions to
remedial action in the name of humanity.
problems of psychological and mental nature must be found,
and in ways that transcend structural improvement.
We believe that central to the solution of the problem is
the restoration of self-esteem and dignity which over the
years in the camp setting have largely succumbed to a
(Y. Y. Kim,
welfare mentality and dependency syndrome.
Regional Representative United Nations Displaced Persons
and Director, United Nations Border Relief Operation)
.

.

.

Dependencies on relief programs have taken their toll.
Today the majority of the displaced Cambodians are in
charge of next to nothing, hardly even themselves ... If
we want them to go home, once they can, ... we have to
give them the skills to do so and we have to give them the
(Urs Boegli, Head of the
courage to do so as well.
Delegation International Committee of the Red Cross)
In response to this meeting the UNBRO took steps to improve the

life in the border camps.
to reduce overcrowding,

These steps included:

expanding the camp

replacement of the Task Force 80 by a
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volunteer DPPU

Introduction of limited open markets to eliminate
the
violence of clandestine trade and authorization
of the expansion of
educational opportunities for children.
,

The following is what the co - researchers said
about their own

and others' mental health in the camps:
A dialogue

.

.

.

C. Then 1 did training in Thailand to help with
my mental
health job.
The people who ran the training said" that
usually the people in refugee camps more than half have
the mental problem.
But with the survey they found that
most of the Khmer people in the border camps don't have
the mental problem.
They say it is because of living
under the Pol Pot time. They are used to living in hard
conditions

(the translator/a non- returnee) It is true.
Under Pol
Pot they make our life so tough.
When I came back to PP I
can do so many things.
I ride a bicycle, carry water, and
eat only two meals per day.
I get strong, so strong.
I
realize that because of Pol Pot I can do so many things.

M:

C: I disagree.
The Pol Pot time was so difficult and then
we went to the camp and we meet the difficult life again.
I feel be cause of this, my mental health is not so good.
I get weak even now.
Not enough food and so much worry
has made my mind weak.
My understanding is low and my
memory is bad. My mind is not normal.
Even now my mind
is weak.
Sometimes I say something and I forget so

quickly
While

conducted

result.

was in the camps,

the World Federation of Mental Health

survey to determine the extent of the mental health

Since Khmer do not have a word in their language for mental

crisis.

health,

a

I

I

was interested in how the survey was conducted and with what
The reports that grew out of this two-week survey established

through existing data sources and in-depth interviewing of 60 key
informants (Western and Cambodian administrators of various

organizations in the camps) that:
The trauma of the Pol Pot period (1975-1979), ten years of
confinement in Thai displaced persons camps, and almost
total dependency upon relief agencies have created a
psychiatric catastrophe of unparalleled magnitude
(Mollica, Lavelle Tor, & Elias, 1989 p. 23)
,

Their recommendations spoke of the marriage of Western

psychiatric approaches and traditional medicine and considered it
reasonable "that the mental health crisis in Site Two can be
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alleviated on the basis of existing knowledge,
methods and resources"
(Mollica & Jalbert, 1989, pp 2-5).
.

The results of the survey and the eventual
interventions that
took place included the placement of a psychiatrist
in Site Two to

train a Khmer staff in diagnosing and prescribing
psychotropic drugs
and to develop basic counseling skills. A series of
training sessions
in Western methods, which have been adapted somewhat to
Khmer

traditional medicine, were attended by about 50 Khmer

paraprofessionals

.

The two existing mental health clinics, one in

Site Two North and one in Site Two South, were supported in their

continued efforts of providing
herbs

a

Krou Khmer to administer traditional

a counselor and a mental hospital of sorts for the severely

,

depressed to stay

in.

This is what the Cambodian woman who was head

of the Site Two South clinic told me about its beginnings and her

involvement
Since I used to be one of the oppressed, one of the
discouraged and one of the depressed, I know how to help
people like me. This is the reason I created the Khmer
People's Depression Relief Center in Site Two.
Sister
Mary Beth and I put our heads together and established a
charitable organization with the aim to help:
*
*
*
*
*

Men/women having suffered from the death of their family
Women who had been ill-treated by their husbands
Men/women having suffering from poverty
Women or girls who have been raped
Men/women suffering from hopelessness and depression.

In Site Two, KPDR received assistance from various
organizations who provided both material and training.
Training was given by western psychiatrists, social
workers, and psychiatric nurses as well as psychologists
in the area of basic mental health and counselling.
I

later heard that the American psychiatrists who had done the

survey and helped with the intervention sent a delegation to Cambodia
to convince the Minister of Health of the importance of addressing

mental health issues and trauma in-country.

Since there is no system

for mental health in the country, the Minister of Health was polite,

but supposedly suspect of what was being proposed.
I

met two of the most promising of the Khmer mental health

trainees from Site Two in Cambodia one year after repatriation.
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Neither were able to use the skills they'd
learned in the camps, incountry.
The woman quoted above from the Site Two
North clinic was
running an orphanage in Phnom Penh. The other was
director of a small
NGO doing community development work in the rural
areas.

Repatriation
It was my feeling that quite possibly the only thing
that would

remedy the mental health crisis in Site Two would be for the
Cambodian
people to go home.

It would be four years after the mental health

survey that repatriation finally moved from being just another rumor
(there were many of these over the years) to a reality.
By October of 1991,

2

the Paris Declaration on the Rehabilitation

and Reconstruction of Cambodia was signed as part of the agreement on
a comprehensive political settlement of the Cambodian conflict.

This

sealed the decision to push ahead with the repatriation process.
of November

1,

1991,

As

the UNHCR would begin to take over the duties of

UNBRO in preparing the camp population for repatriation.
The repatriation of 300,000 people would be the largest movement
of people in the history of UN refugee work.

It was the intention to

have everyone home in time for the UN- monitored elections in May of
1993.

The logistical ramifications were overwhelming.

The

repatriation would be done in cooperation with the World Food
Programme and the International Committee of the Red Cross.

I

was

aware, while on the border, of the involvement of many NGOs in the

repatriation process as well.

The Khmer Red Cross in Cambodia also

had a key role to play in assisting families to their final

2
I was fortunate to be in Site Two at the beginning of
repatriation in March 1992; going over the border with the first
convoy.
I watched as the in-country Cambodians lined the roads with
In the
flags and banners, (supposedly) welcoming the first returnees.
a
for
anticipation
wait
in
had
to
group
the
first
grueling sun,
seemingly endless ceremony in the camps and then for another ceremony
Prince
inside Cambodia at the “reception center” in Swai Sisophon.
Sihanouk, an hour late, was flown in by helicopter to preside over the
The next day, I found out that the people lining the
2nd ceremony.
roads were actually shouting obscenities at the returnees.
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destination points.
discussed here.

The magnitude of this operation will not
be

Instead we will focus on the specific circumstances

of the women in preparation for repatriation.
In late 1990,

a two-month survey was conducted by an
outside

consultant for UNHCR of vulnerable individuals living
in all the
Cambodian refugee and displaced persons camps along the Thai
-Cambodian
border.
A team of Cambodian women assisted in this survey, having
been trained to conduct interviews by the UNHCR team.
The purpose of
the survey was to gather information about the number and
needs of

vulnerable people including:
ill,

the disabled,

chronically ill, mentally

the elderly, unaccompanied minors and women heads of household.

The UNHCR consultant and the Senior Regional Social Services Officer

then visited Cambodia to research local conditions.

Out of this

survey came specific recommendations to start new projects in the
camps to increase self-sufficiency and motivation for self-help among

vulnerable individuals.

These skills would help returnees to generate

income and to participate in the reconstruction of Cambodian rural
economy.

Recommendations were also made for the linking of projects

in the camps to ongoing projects in Cambodia.

Vulnerable female headed households (VFH) were defined as women
who would be the main wage earners for their households upon returning
to Cambodia.

These women had either no husband or extremely disabled

husbands, and no children over 15 years of age with them.

It was

determined that they constituted 13% of all camp households.

This

figure was considered quite low by those who had assumed the number of
female -headed households to be much higher.

According to Halvorsen, a

regional officer for women's programs for UNHCR, those designated as

VFH only accounted for 5% of the total number of female -headed

households in the camps.

The decision to give ration cards to the

women in these camps in the first place was because the majority of
the camp population was without men present.

Halvorsen felt that

other female -headed households would be vulnerable on return, and

expressed concern about this fact.

When the time came to provide
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support packages to families for the return home,
it was discovered
that the actual number of female -headed households
was much lower then
surveyed.
My colleagues felt this was due to the fact that
by 1991
the Vietnamese had withdrawn their troops from
Cambodia and therefore

all of the absent husbands, uncles, and/or nephews had
returned to the

camps in order to take advantage of the repatriation
process.

I'd

also heard that many of these men had second wives in Cambodia,
and

after they received their cash package from the UN and were back
inside the country,

they abandoned their camp wives and went to live

with their second wives.

This rendered these particular vulnerable

women unaccounted for in the follow-up portion of the repatriation
plan.

3

Halvorsen (1993), after doing interviews with 200 returnees and
visits to most of the major settlement sites in Cambodia, found that
30-40% of the returnee households are female -headed

.

This figure

coincides with that estimated in 1993 for female -headed households in

Cambodia as a whole (Ledgerwood, 1992)
The UNHCR survey showed that 77% of the VFH had no income

generating skills.
in the camps

policy).

Another 11% professed to running small businesses

(by this time the Thai government had changed their

Two-thirds of those surveyed were unable to read the

elementary Khmer text put before them.

Of the 30 yr. old age groups,

(most of whom had received their education in the camps)

were able to read the text.

,

only 50%

Discussions with VFH women revealed that

they had outdated views on what life in Cambodia would be like.

These

views, according to Thorn (1991), were probably passed on to them by
the older women.

Thorn also projected that these women had not

thought out their possible means of subsistence in Cambodia.

presupposed that there would be

a

"They

ready supply of able-bodied men to

3
A survey by the World Food Programme (which was to provide 400
days of food aid after repatriation to returnees) was conducted just
before the end of the 400 days. The unaccounted- for-women mentioned
above had begun to surface as those who would require continued aid
after the end of the 400 days (WFP, 1994).
,
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assist

m

agricultural duties, whereas in Cambodia the
lack of male
labor has already resulted in women not being
able to farm their land"
4
(p. 27).
Expectations of assistance were high and motivation
to

acquire income - generating skills was low.

according to Thorn,

"These attitudes,"

"were reinforced by the lack of available

information on conditions in modern-day Cambodia, and the
lack of
child care facilities and income - generating skills training
projects
for women in the camps"

(pp.

vii-xi)

The executive summary of the survey report said that camp women

were not motivated to acquire skills because they had grown accustomed
to a high level of support from the UN and voluntary agencies, which

they assume will continue once they get to Cambodia.

"After all,

they

have not had to make any decisions about their lives for ten years"
(p.

55).

Thorn claims that "the well-intentioned effort of camp

workers has resulted in over - dependancy
55).

,

particularly in Site Two"

(p.

She clarified this statement by adding that the NGOs and UNBRO

had considerable restrictions imposed on them as to how they operated.
I

was quite aware of these restrictions.

While in the camps

I

was

told that throughout the existence of the camps, the Thai government

had prevented any programs which would, in their eyes, instigate
permanency.

The restrictions included: no educational programs past

the 5th grade,

no businesses or markets except those run and owned by

Thais, and no farming (80% of the population of the camps came from
the rural areas and were rice farmers)

The outcome of this survey's recommendations in the provision

and attendance of women in skill programs and literacy classes was

provided to me by a colleague working in the women's program for
UNHCR.

She presented a paper at a conference

I

attended,

and the

4
A report by Redd Barna dated July, 1990, which is an overview of
women in Cambodia, contradicts this slightly. They claim that "because
women comprise 60-65% of the population and 30-35% are households
headed by women, they are performing the tasks which were
traditionally male, such as ploughing, harrowing or digging (Redd

Barna,

1990,

p.

10).
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results of that paper were summarized in Chapter

2.
She said that the
attendance at meetings to prepare women for
repatriation was low in

all the camps.

She blamed this on "gender bias".

A similar report in

the Laotian camps said that out of 27% of women
heads of households

only 6.4% had been trained compared with 22.2% of male
returnees.

The

reasons given for this were that few of the women refugees
found the
training useful. Also, during orientation programs in the holding
areas during repatriation, no women were allowed to attend.

assigned to cook and take care of children.

They were

Consequently, women

returnees were not at all informed about the new laws and regulations

including their civil rights as Laotian citizens (Chantavanich
pp

.

3-4)

.

Susan Forbes Martin,

in her book on refugee women,

,

1992,

said

that the reason for poor attendance by women in skill training

programs is that the organizers assume some level of prior education,
most notably in terms of literacy.

According to her, "refugee and

displaced women may not qualify for such programmes, having been

discriminated against in their country of origin in so far as
obtaining elementary education" (1991,

p.

10).

A small survey was conducted as repatriation became imminent in
the Thai - Cambodian camps to ascertain the level of information and

preparation that female -headed households actually had.
discovered that this was still very low.
called "Cambodia

-

It was

A video was made by UNHCR

Portrait of Returnee Women" and was shown on a

mobile unit in the camps in different sections so that widows and poor

women did not have to move far from their homes and children to see
it.

In addition,

the more educated Khmer women who had some training

in social work were sent to many of the EVI households in order to

recruit women for training programs and supply information about

repatriation
The co - researchers with whom

I

worked seemed to have few

problems getting an education in the camps.

Even those who were heads

of households with children were highly motivated to take advantage of
the wide range of skills being offered.
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One reason for this may have

been their prior education in Cambodia before
coming to the camps and,
in the case of one of the younger women, it was
because of her formal
education in the camps.
As social workers, educators, and/or midwives,

the co-

researchers had some experiences working with the less educated
women.
They explained to me and each other the paradox of getting
women to

participate in programs:
A Dialogue

.

.

.

I did a training in the camps about the women's
social
issues.
The trainer was a woman from Australia.
For six
weeks we discussed about the women's problems and what we
can do.
There were six women from two different mental
health clinics in the camps. We talked about how to help
the woman.
The Australian trainer asked us to go out into
the camp and each of the six of us should organize small
support groups of women. We told the Australian woman
after we started the groups that there is a problem with
some of the women in the camps joining these groups.
Some
women cannot come because their husbands punish them and
this is the very women that we would like to help.
When
we go out in the camp in our support groups to talk with
the women, there are many women that don't want to talk or
even be in the groups either because they are being
punished by their husbands or they just don't feel
comfortable about being in a group like this.
Part of the
reason is that the women feel obligated to the husband
because of the gifts he gave their parents when they got
married.
So this is the normal life to her so she doesn't
want to criticize it and try to figure out how to improve
her life.

C:

P:

So this is the cultural tradition for Khmer women?

(the translator/non- returnee) I don't think so.
We
cannot say that this is the tradition that the man has to
do this to the woman.
I think that some women say that as
They have to
an excuse because they have no education.
live with the husband.
They cannot separate from the
husband because they can do nothing. They have no
They cannot
education and so they cannot get a j ob
That's why
support their children without their husband.
they stay with the husband.
M:

.

Only about 20% of the women in the camps have
education.
If this group of educated women decided to
leave their husbands because they are bad to them, if they
These women feel very
have a j ob they can divorce.
confident about their lives because they have education.
Even if they don't have husbands they still have a life
This job I had in the
and can support their children.
camps and even now in Cambodia is so hard because there
are women that we talk to whom we want to divorce their
husbands but they are not educated or able to support
With these women we have to try the good way
themselves.
to organize the women in the groups and discuss and find
the solution that can make her life better without having
to divorce her husband.
C:

,

no

Re turning

,

Comparing Life in the Camps with

The co- researchers

,

Life,

in Cambodia

and those they ended up interviewing during

our time together, brought up repeatedly how they
were not given

appropriate skills in the camps to prepare them for life
in Cambodia.
Investigation of the causes of this problem was part of
our work
together (see Chapter 6).
They, like their uneducated counterparts,
also lamented about being so dependent on the aid agencies
for so many
years and then having to pay for everything once they were back
in the

country
I would like to compare my life in camp and my
life here.
My life in the camp was quite different from here.
When I
lived in the camp, I felt very comfortable because I got a
house from the UN; I got training, rations and a living.
But now when I arrive in Cambodia, it's very difficult to
live here.

When

I arrived in Cambodia,
I still felt happy because
I’ve found a job with an NGO
However, I'm afraid that in
the future, when all NGOs leave the country, that I may
not find a j ob with the government.
My skills are
different from the government's way.
I learned a Western
type of medicine in the camps.
.

I feel that for most of the Cambodian women returnees it
will be impossible to improve their knowledge, because the
training that they got from the camps they cannot use,
mostly because they can't find a job.

For the skill that I had in camp, now I can't find a job
according to my skill, but I hope that I will find a j ob
to apply my skill in the future.

feel the same as the people who spoke before, I feel
that everything in the camp including training was free so
I felt very happy to learn everything and to get trained
But for living, the rations
in everything in the camp.
that I got from UNBRO or UNHCR such as rice, canned fish,
other things which UNBRO provided to my family were not
enough to feed my family, so in that respect my living in
the camp was not so good.
I

'k'k'k

The training that I got in the camp is quite different
from here because when I was in camps, I was in Thailand
and gathered skills that I could bring to Cambodia, but
when I came to Cambodia it is a lot of difference between
what we did in the camps and what we see here.
Ill

Cambodia Pr epares for the Returnees
As the country prepared for the influx of
refugees, several

efforts were made to establish programs which would
aid the returnees
in their transition.
Cambodia itself was recovering from civil war as
well as the isolation policies practiced by the outside
world (except
for Russia) during the Vietnamese occupied period
of 1979-1991.
The United Nations (UNBRO and UNHCR) provided aid package

options for each returning family and it was up to the family
not only
to choose which option,

resettle.

but to also choose where they wanted to

At one point early on, land was offered as an option;

however, when the land which the government offered to provide to the

returnees was investigated,

it was found that much of it contained

land mines, had already been claimed by squatters, or was in unsafe
areas controlled by the Khmer Rouge.

Eventually, the options were reduced to two: the first was cash,
the amount depending upon number of family members;

the second was

housing and/or and farming materials, including wood, rice seed and
tools.

Most people, after the land option was withdrawn, chose the

cash option.

Those planning to return to the capital city were not

given anything.

This was an effort to prevent the swelling of the

cities by returning refugees.
The government of Cambodia during the repatriation time and

prior to elections was made up of representatives of the four
factions,

three of whom had been on the border (the Khmer Rouge

eventually pulled out of the coalition; they remain
against the government to this day)

,

a

rebel force

and the fourth was headed by Hun

Sen (installed by the Vietnamese government from 1979-the present

-

an

ex-Khmer Rouge cadre who had gone to Hanoi during the Pol Pot debacle
to ask the Vietnamese's help in rescuing his people).

Supreme National Council (SNC)

,

Called the

the transitional government worked

closely in conjunction with the UN agencies, especially the United
Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC)
oversee the upcoming elections.

.

Their job was to

Although this was a coalition
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government, Hun Sen and his associates occupied
all of the ministry
positions.
Their resentment of the amount of aid being
provided for

returning refugees, coupled with the fact that they
were already
having to share power with those who were on the border,
prevented
most returnees from finding jobs with the government,
no matter how
many skills they had.
This resentment of refugees was mirrored by the Cambodian
people
as well.

The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) created a sub-

organization, UNDP/CARERE, to coordinate the reintegration of refugees
into areas of the country.

Predicting the jealousies which would

understandably occur, UNDP/CARERE decided that all programs for
returnees entering communities should benefit the receiving

communities as well.
these programs

,

Quick Impact Projects (QUIPS) were the first of

usually based around rebuilding some aspect of a

village and involving returnees and community members jointly in such
projects.

The World Food Program provided rice in exchange for labor

and UNDP would give money for materials.

Eventually, these programs

became even more self-help with the implementation of rice banks, cow
banks, and revolving credit schemes.

In a few cases,

the most vulnerable who had no place to return to,

especially for

actual villages

were created from scratch and overseen by the UNHCR.

NGOs working in

Cambodia were engaged by the UNDP and UNHCR to help with the QUIPs.
They already had programs set up in-country which emphasized community

development and self-help.

I'd heard much complaining from NGO

members about the laziness of returnees in community work projects and

how they expected to get paid for everything.

Some NGOs had the

opposite feeling, however, and were quick to hire returnees because of
their English and other Western- style organizational skills acquired
in the camp
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Comparing Women in Ca mbodia, with Those in the
Camps
In the eyes of the consultant to UNHCR who
conducted the pre-

repatriation survey mentioned above, the lack of interest
on the part
of the majority of camp women to acquire skills was
attributed not
only to dependency, but also to "the attitude towards the
role of

women in society" (Thorn, 1991,

p.

56).

Using her Western feminist

analysis of the situation, she determined that camp women tended to

believe that their principal role

is

"to be a good wife and mother,"

and this is partly defined in terms of working in traditional female

occupations such as sewing and weaving.

Thorn also claims that this

attitude has been passed on by the generation of women who left

Cambodia 10-15 years ago and contrasts with

a

statement made by the

Cambodian Women's Association on the contemporary woman's role:

The Five Qualities that Khmer Women Should Have
1.

To be able to work hard and achieve good results and to follow

government rules.
2.

To be literate and educated both technically and culturally

3.

To practice co-operation and solidarity with each other

4.

To raise children and provide for their welfare

5.

To bring harmony,

comfort and warmth to the family.

Judy Ledgerwood (1990), as stated in her dissertation on gender
roles in Cambodian society, had worked in the camps for a period of
This

time and discovered a book being written for distribution there.

book was authored by two Khmer teachers, one man and one woman
from a rural area, the other from the city.

-

In the book they outline

proper behavior for future generations of Khmer women.

In it they

write

During the Pol Pot time women experienced great suffering
They felt great sadness at being separated from
and fear.
The woman was
their husbands, children and relatives.
separated and left to her own strength; she could not
depend on the strength of her husband to provide for her.
This is the reason so many Khmer women have medical and
we can see that young
Therefore,
mental problems today.
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one

women must be raised to be brave, vigorous and
able to
stand on their own (Myn Thulla.1981,
p. 10) 5
At the conclusion of this same book in the
chapter called "Women
and the Future", the female author adds a qualifier:

Women must know their rights according to the law
and
their obligations as Khmer.
Humans must respect one
another.
Sex does not determine intelligence; some women
are smarter than men and some men are smarter
than women.
But this does not mean that women have greater capacity
and competence than men, which could be turned so that
women could look down on men. Regarding physical
strength, usually men are stronger than women, therefore
they must both rely on one another (p. 14).
Ledgerwood goes on to paraphrase the authors' words: "women cannot be
allowed in positions in which they have control over, have more power
than, men".

Myn Thulla describes the consequences when this happened

once before in Khmer history:
In the time of the reign and under the republic, there
were some women whose destiny it was to have a rank higher
than their husbands, who led their husbands into taking
bribes until it was said that, the husband has four
stripes and the wife has five stripes, because it was as
though the wife had more power than the husband.
This had
terrible consequences, leading to corruption in Khmer
society.
Women like this think only of themselves, of
their own greed and not of the consequences for the nation
(p.

12).

One can see the complex nature of gender relations expressed
As we discovered earlier in Chapter 4,

here.

to view gender relations

in Cambodian society in a binary way was not helpful, especially since

the people themselves do not define them oppositionally

.

However, we

see in these excerpts the effect change has had on the way at least

these two Cambodians define gender roles

.

Interestingly, there is

also an effort made to keep some semblance of the old way intact,

while simultaneously comparing men to women in the Western language of
equality.

This really points up the importance of not portraying

"culture" in some fixed form or falsely essentializing the Cambodian

Identities are historically rooted.

woman.

Culture is created and

reproduced in historical conditions.

This information is quoted from Ledgerwood 's own paraphrased
translation of the text (1990: 234-244).
5
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The co-researchers

worked with had their own opinions about
the future of change for women in Cambodian
Society:
I

To be the woman in Cambodia is not easy.
If
doesn t want to study and she doesn't want to this woman
have a iob
by herself, it is hard.. She cannot depend
on her husband
all the time.
I think
this regard the Khmer woman has
improved a lot because more and more women do not
have to
depend on her husband like before.

m

My feeling is that before the war we women had no problem.
We have hope that Cambodia will be improved like the
developed country. However, when Pol Pot came we no
longer want to live in Cambodia any more. We want to
leave Cambodia.
The life of the Khmer woman has changed
very much

For the Khmer woman is not an easy life.
There is lots of
hard work and you have to have a strong body.
If you have
a husband and your husband is good, then there is no
problem.
But if your husband is bad, always going out,
never wanting to help the family, going for a drink,
chasing the girls and not respecting us, then it is very
hard

It is difficult for me because my husband doesn't have a
job, so I, like many women, have to find a j ob and work
and support the family.
When I'm sick or tired and my
body says I cannot go, my brain says I still have to go
because if I don't go then we won't have money to support
the family.

To be a woman in Cambodia is hard work even in the family.
In my family before the war I am the oldest sister so I
have to work so hard.
During that time it is very
difficult to support our family. We are very poor and my
father has many wives.
Since I am the older sister I have
to help my mother look after the younger brothers and
sisters.
To be a Khmer woman is very difficult because
You
she has to earn money to look after the children.

have to think a lot.
'k-k'k

To be a woman in Cambodia you have to struggle very hard
The problem that the woman has is too much.
in your life.
Our
We are women; we are weakened by the years of war.
Sometimes we feel a
minds are weakened by these problems.
lack of confidence for ourselves.
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CHAPTER

6

DESCRIPTION OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

arrived in Phnom Penh, Cambodia, in early January of 1994
to
interview potential co - researchers
Prior to my arrival, I had
I

.

formulated some clear guidelines, both about my choice of participants
and how I'd envisioned our work together might unfold. The research

had received funding from the York Center for Refugee Studies.

The

research funding proposal will be provided here in order to reveal my
agenda prior to the start of the research process.

Immediately

following the proposal, will be a chronology of what actually took
place.

To avoid repetition in Chapter seven,

this chapter will be

basically a brief chronology of our time together.

Some important

content information is revealed in the later part of the chapter as
the co -researchers interpret the data for themselves and put forth

strategies for action.

The Research Proposal for the Funding Source

Research Paradigm
I

envision the use of some aspects of Participatory Action

Research (PAR) in that the main goal of the research

is

to engage with

a small group of returnee women in problem-posing around issues of

reintegration.

In addition,

if it is deemed appropriate by the co-

researchers, we will do further research with their peers, and

eventually develop strategies for action to address the most feasibly
surmountable problems of both co researchers and peer groups.
-

The research approach will diverge in the following ways from

standard PAR practices:
1.

there will be no pre - conceived agenda of emancipation,

2.

co - researchers will not be part of a formal community or

organization per se

,

and
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3

.

I,

as co-researcher and facilitator, will
not spend time with

the group beyond the research analysis phase,
except for

occasional written communication follow-up and
visits perhaps
once per year.
I,

as co-researcher, will come into the situation
with a

research question
PAR does incorporate research methods from other paradigms
in

their collaborative design.

Interpretative/qualitative and instrumental/ quantitative
methods may be integrated into overall research design, according to
comfort level and negotiated choices among co researchers
-

Characteristics of Participants in the Research
As co - researchers

,

I

would prefer Khmer women leaders who have

returned from the border camps to Cambodia. Particular focus in the

recruitment process would be put on women who have had leadership
roles,

special educational opportunities and/or training in the camps

on the Thai - Cambodian border prior to repatriation.
The women co - researchers should represent three geographical

areas of the country:

the capital city of Phnom Penh, a small

provincial capital, Battambang,

(near the border where the greatest

number of returnees have settled), and a rural area.

These women

should have a variety of age ranges and socio-economic backgrounds.
They should have been involved in social service, health-related and
other forms of leadership work in the camps.

They would not have to

be currently employed, but recruitment will be through NGOs who might

have returnee women as employees.
in Khmer,

I

prefer that they all be literate

and some English skills, would be helpful, but not

essential

Data Collection and Interpretation, Views from the Literature
This process will

be repeated for each geographical area.

There would be an initial getting to know each other and a training
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period. During this introductory period, the
co - researchers will be
asked to problematize around issues of concern in
their lives in the
camps and since repatriation.
They will be told from the beginning
that their dialogue will set the groundwork for
interviewing their

peers and will help create the research question(s)
The nature of data collection and interpretation should
evolve

according to the co - researcher
a PP r °aches to research.

'

s

comfort level with

a

variety of

Co - researchers will be asked to gather

information about their peers around the research question (s) gleaned
from the dialogue.

The number of subjects would be dependent on how

many women with whom the co - researchers would feel comfortable talking

with

Training would entail ways of approaching inf ormation- gathering
such as informal interviewing techniques (the friendly conversation),
use of a tape recorder,

confidentiality,

and questions of ethics such as

issues of validity and authorization to publish words

of interviewees.
Ideally, at the end of each information- gather ing day, co-

researchers would be asked to re-gather to discuss any problems around
the interviewing and share interesting revelations.

After the information was completed, if audio tapes had been
used,

they would be transcribed and translated into English by my

translators in both Phnom Penh and Battambang.
of the transcription would be given

The Cambodian version

to the co - researchers and what

they considered to be themes would be extracted.

After a period of two weeks there should be
at which time

I

a

follow-up session

would ask the women what they had learned about the

process, and from the transcripts, what they think are the most

interesting and important issues facing women like themselves.

I

would then ask what they thought might be helpful interventions both
when they were in the camps and now.
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Role of the Researcher

Before entering the research context,

I

saw the prioritized

primary role of this researcher as that of a co
researcher with a
group of women to explore the issues that have arisen
for them as
women in their society since repatriation (for most over
one year
ago), and to discover what, if any, steps might be
taken to address
these issues and improve upon their current situations.
-

The second priority was tied to the academic agenda, and

involved attention to the relationship between myself and the co-

researchers as we carried out the process together.
I

It was understood

would be keeping a personal journal as well as field notes during

the research period.

The audio-taping of sessions with co - researchers

would be by their permission, and if allowed, this researcher would
use the taped transcripts as the basis for writing up a description

and eventual interpretation of the research process.

Reflection on

the process would take place daily at the end of each session.

A

journal would be kept to help the researcher work through personal
issues relating to my role as co - researcher

.

At the end of the

research period, all of the field notes, transcripts, and journal
entries would be perused and an analysis of this data as it relates to
the academic's theoretical discussion would be formulated into a paper

for academic credit.

The Research Question
The research question emerged from my observations,

in the

refugee camps, of Western- style aid agencies training women in Western

approaches to education, medicine, and organizational development.

I

was concerned about what effect this was going to have on these women
once they were back in Cambodia.

My question is:

Do these women feel

that the education they received in the camps was useful to them back

home?

If so, how;

if not, why not?
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Reciprocity
Co-researchers would be paid a stipend of
$50 per week, which
reflects an approximation of what researchers were paid
in Cambodia at
the time.
Co- researchers would also be asked what I could
do for
them, besides their stipend,

in order to help facilitate the carrying

out of their action plans.

What Actually Happened
The research proposal outline above gave some form to what I'd

hoped to be an otherwise emergent research experience.
as an co - researcher

doubt that

I

together, but

,

saw myself

I

but also an educator going into this.

I

did not

would provide the guiding principles for doing research
was genuinely interested in what they would bring to

I

the circle as well

-

and we did sit in a circle, both times.

The Co - Researchers

You met the co - researchers in Chapter Five.

The two teams were

both wonderfully enthusiastic throughout our process together.

There

were two separate groups of women returnees, three from Phnom Penh and
seven from Battambang.

I

found them primarily by making contacts with

agency administrators and asking them for recommendations of returnee

women to participate in the research.
to be posted.
I

I

chose every person

I

I'd provided job descriptions

interviewed.

had planned to have three groups of co - researchers

them from a rural area.

Instead,

I

,

one of

combined the Battambang group with

the rural group because three of the women from Battambang were

community development workers in rural villages.

In two cases,

the

women who were chosen had no affiliation with my contact network.

I

was glad to have input from those who were not currently employed and

had no job affiliation with any aid or development agency.

paid

a flat fee of $100 for our

work together.

They were

Their time commitment

over a one -month period was approximately eighty hours.

The amount

they were paid was a bit higher than the salaries of those who were
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working.

We scheduled sessions as to not interfere
with their jobs.

Some agency heads actually gave release time during
the day for this
activity because I had met with them during the
recruitment process
and they'd expressed sincere support for what we were
doing.
One

woman administrator said to me: "this may be the only
opportunity they
will ever get to reflect about this major experience in
their
lives."

The First Meetings
I

-

The First Questions

met during the first month with the group of three women from

Phnom Penh and during the second month with the seven women from
Battambang.

During my absence from Phnom Penh in the second month,

the Phnom Penh group conducted all but one day of their peer

interviews.

I

returned to process this information with them after my

time in Battambang.
We met privately in my hotel room for a day and a half at the

very beginning in order to share stories with each other.

I

introduced an initial set of questions in both groups with the
intention of building rapport.

Through

a

woman translator, who spoke

into a tape recorder in English for me,

I

learned of their shared

experiences as refugees and displaced persons.

In Phnom Penh,

series of open-ended questions as ice-breakers.

a

I

I

used

asked them to

share with each other:
1.

What was it like in the camps?

2

What were the good and bad parts about your training and

.

education in the camps?
3.

What had been the good and bad things since you've returned to
Cambodia?

4.

And

What will the future be like for Cambodian women?

After the completion of the sharing sessions, the collaborators

agreed to each interview two or three of their peers.

It had been my

intention in both locations for the co - researchers to come up with the
research questions.

In Phnom Penh,

the research questions were formed

after the initial sharing sessions; however, the co- researchers were
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asked to be thinking of questions during the sharing.

The questions

the Phnom Penh group finally agreed upon were:

What did you do before the Pol Pot regime?

1.

or did you have a job?

Were you a student

What grade did you finish?

What job did

you have?
2.

Tell me about your life in the camps.

3.

Tell me about your life in Cambodia; is it better or worse?

4.

What is the future of the woman in Cambodia? 1
I

What did you do there?

tried a different approach to establishing research questions

with the group in Battambang, in order to create
ownership of the research process.

a

greater sense of

During the six hours of initial

sharing, we actually recorded the questions they asked each other.

The group then discussed among themselves these and other questions

which they would like to ask women like themselves who also had
training and education in the camps.

I

then suggested that they

should agree on several key questions so that these would be asked of
everyone.

The Battambang group agreed on the following and #16 was

mine
1.

Tell me about your life in the camps.

How long were you there?

Before you went to the camps what was your role?
student, housewife,
10.
2.

retired?

What did you do for a

j

ob before you went to the camps?

3.

If you were an administrator, what kind of skills did you have?

4.

How many years had you worked before you went to the camps?

5.

Did you have a

6.

How many days per week did you work in the camps?

7

What kind of work?

.

j

ob in the camps?

8.

How long did you work in the camps?

9.

Did you have training or study with some organization?

What skills did you learn?

1

Widow,

This was my question.
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11

.

With all the skills you learned in the camps,
did you get
in Cambodia?

a job

12

.

13

.

14

.

How do you support your family?

15

.

Compare your standard of living now with your standard of
living

If yes, what;

if not, why not?

What do you do today if you have no job? When the
NGO leave
Cambodia, how to find the job in the Government?

in the camps and your standard of living before the war.
16

.

What is the future for the Khmer woman in Cambodia?

The Cambodian Wav of Doing Research
The establishment of the research questions with both the

Battambang and Phnom Penh groups led to further discussions around how
Cambodians do research, and the Western concepts of ethics in doing
research, and methodology of data collection.

A key question they had was:

"If the women ask us for what

purpose we are doing the research, what should we tell them?"

Through

dialogue we were able to determine for the co researchers for what
-

purpose they were doing the research.

With both groups there was an

insistence that the research was to be for the foreigner, and not
them.

Part of the reason they gave was because if they told their

interviewees it was for the foreigner, then they would be more willing
to talk ("thinking that they would get something out of it").

brought us to the topic of my role in the research.
agreed that it would be

a

This

Both groups

good idea to write up the results of the

research in a report and send it to the UN and NGOs who were doing

work with returnees.

I

agreed to do this (finished report can be

found in the Appendix)

Further discussions of the Khmer way of doing research led to an

agreement to make the interviews, as much as possible, friendly
conversations.

There was much reticence about using tape recorders;

however, both groups had someone who had done research for foreigners
in the past,

and gave their reasons for thinking that tape recorders
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were really the best way to, as one woman put

it,

"get at the truth of

their life."

First Attempts
The Phnom Penh group had an opportunity, before

weeks to go to Battambang, to have a trial run.

I

I

left for three

asked them to each

do one interview and we would come back together at the end
of the

week
When we reconvened, there were the usual issues around tape
recorders that didn

t

work,

lack of privacy to do the interviewing,

not enough time to do the interview, and someone going on too long
about their escape to the border. One of the collaborators in the PP
group actually tried to do all three interviews in the one week and
was overwhelmed by the time and energy required.

We talked through

these issues and they helped each other to solve most of them.
The "for what purpose?" issue re-emerged.
C. said that
the woman she interviewed asked, "for what purpose are you
doing the research?"
She told her the reason.
C: "She
was happy to hear that Phyllis will write the report to
the UNHCR."
I asked her if it's easier to tell the people
that it's for the foreigner that she does the research,
and she said, "Yes, they are more willing to talk because
they think maybe they will get something out of it.
They
think the foreigner has more power to get the government
to do something.
We are afraid to stand up.
We still
remember a government that wouldn't allow us to do this.
We are too busy to have time for meetings; we have to work
and we have to cook and care for our children.
I tried to get the Phnom Penh group to agree on the
purpose of the research. They said, "So you can write a
report and let UNHCR and the NGOs know about the situation
for the returnee women".
I said,
"Fine but what else
quiet.
I then gave an
might come out of this?"
example from their own sharing. They had identified their
own problems such as having to look after the household
Or having husbands
and also having full-time jobs.
I said if this were a similar problem that
without jobs.
came from the other people they interviewed, then that
would emerge as a "theme" - something that comes up over
I said, After we have all of the
and over again.
information gathered we will underline in the texts the
things that seem to be issues. Then we will compare the
responses and see what emerges as theme/problems. Then we
will take these themes and try to find causes.
Showing how the
I diagrammed the problem tree.
leaves of the tree are the problems, the roots are the
causes of the problem and the fruits are the fruits of our
Then I
action together to try to solve the problems.
said, "We will strategize these solutions or actions
together." They seemed very pleased with this and
.

.

.
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immediftely
They still felt that they would
tell the women, when asked for what purpose,
that Phvllis
is going to write a report to the UNHCR
to help the women
returnees with their problems. (Field Notes, Phnom
Penh
January 24, 1994)
I

d decided that the

"for what purpose" issue with the

Battambang group would be addressed directly and in a timely
fashion.
We talked about it on the first day.

They had some real concern about

taking on the responsibility of solving the problems of the women
they

would be interviewing.

Eventually, after much discussion,

the

Battambang group decided that they would tell the women that the
purpose for doing the research would be:
To help Cambodian women from the camps who are having a

hard time adjusting to life in Cambodia to solve some of
their problems together.
*

To inform others who are interested in women refugees

about the situation for the Khmer refugee women.
*

To gather the information about the women so we can know

clearly about their problems.
I

then suggested to them that they come up with one shared response

and this is what they said:
We will say that we are gathering information because we
are also returnees and we are interested in our shared
problems. We will make a report with the information to
show or tell the international network (the foreigner)
about the problem and maybe they will help to solve it.

Lessons in Research Ethics

During the sharing sessions,

I

wanted to make very sure that the

women, before they went out to interview others, were aware of the

ethical issues around collecting research information.

We spoke about

the use of tape recorders and asking permission; we spoke about asking

their permission to use the information for a report which would be

published.

I

explained that this was the law in America, and for

Khmer was part of their constitution of human rights.

They said they

weren't aware of such laws in Cambodia, but thought that it would be
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a

good idea.

They agreed Co do this with the women (see
feedback from
the interview sessions).

Some Training on Data Collection Techniques

did not have enough time to give any kind of in-depth
training

I

in data collection.

in research and

I

Two of the women in Phnom Penh were experienced

encouraged them to inform the third about their

research experiences.

In Phnom Penh,

C.

gave instructions to both of

the others about what is scientific when asking questions and what
is
not.

The trial run in PP also allowed for discussions about how

important it is to find a private place, making sure there is enough
time,

the importance of using the tape recorder and not trying to

remember everything.
For the group in Battambang, because of the schedules of the

participants and my own schedule, we did not have time to do a trial
run.

Most of the lessons around the data collection process came

after the fact.

However, before they went out to do their research,

I

also allowed a few of the more experienced participants to share their

backgrounds in doing research.

One of them believed that the more

relaxed and friendly you make the interview, the more trust you can
the more information the person will be willing to share.

build,

I

gave some suggestions about asking clarifying questions if the

information isn't getting to the point.

In addition,

I

gave a mini-

course on qualitative research methods, suggesting that they

incorporate these techniques into their "friendly conversations."
I

guided this discussion into how they will choose the women

they will interview, and other data collection concerns.

Eventually

we got to the logistics of getting the research information to me in

English.

The PP group decided to have our translator translate their

transcripts word for word from the tapes and put it into a tape

recorder for me to listen to before our processing sessions.

I

then

had to return the transcripts to them to get the underlined statements
for the problem tree.
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The Battambang group followed the original instruction,
which

was that they should do transcripts from the audiotapes,
underline in
the transcripts what they felt were the key issues faced
by the women

they interviewed, and then the translator would record these

underlined key issues in English for me prior to our processing
sessions.

I

really wanted the collaborators to perform the

interpretative step so

I

wouldn't bias the final sessions around key

issues

Sharing the Interview Process

When the groups reconvened

I

asked them to share some of the

issues they encountered during the interviewing process

.

From my

field notes, the Battambang group offered the following:
Co - researcher #1: I couldn't use a tape recorder because
it wasn't available.
I had a good introduction.
She knew
me from camps.
I took notes during the interview.
I told
the woman I interviewed the purpose for gathering the
information for the refugee women and that one day we will
write the report to the international NGOs
I asked,
"What was your life like in the camps?" and
then I went through the other 15 questions step by step.
At first I just asked the open question and then I asked
the more specific ones.
She was happy about the interview
because she hopes you will write the report.

Co - researcher #2: I talked friendly with those I
interviewed.
I saw them many times because I wanted to
build trust.
I then asked them about their jobs in the
When they felt they could trust, they started to
camps.
talk.
I told them that I was cooperating with Phyllis
Robinson; she is an American; she used to work in the
I told them that
camps.
I asked them if they knew her.
she asked me to come here and ask you these questions.
"Now", I said, "I would like to use the tape recorder".
We went into their house.
"Ok", they said.

One woman, when she had gotten permission to do the
interview with me from her boss, he said, "Help the man,
not just the woman".
We had a discussion at that point and we agreed that
to help the woman is to help the family; to help the
family is to help the man; to help the family is also to
help the society.

Co-researcher #3: I used the tape recorder but set up a
plan beforehand because I wanted to talk as little as
Point by
I set up an outline of my questions.
possible.
point I would hit on the following topics:
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communication, capacity, job, standard of living
security in camps and Cambodia, difficulty,
responsibilities, repatriation, capacity in job,
standard of living comparison camps to Cambodia’
future plans
Of all of the interviews I did the one with the
biggest problem already had the solution. The other two
have jobs and they are the same ones they had in the
camps

Co-researcher #4:
write the report.

I

told them that Phyllis Robinson would

Co - researcher #5: Some people didn't understand the
questions so I had to guide them.
I gave them examples.

Co - researcher #6:

couldn't use the tape recorder because
I noted the important issues
and then went home and wrote the history from my notes.
For one person I went three times and divided it up
because I couldn't remember it all.
I

it was raining and too noisy.

Co - researcher #7: We did the interview with all of those I
know.
They have small children and they were noisy and
interrupted us a lot. After I wrote the history, I
checked it again and then went back and asked the women to
check my accuracy.
(Field Notes, Battambang, January 30,

The group from Battambang then spoke among themselves and agreed

that it was a good way to do research but,

if they did this again,

they would do it without the tape recorder.
The Phnom Penh group had the following comments about their

interview process

:

Co - researcher #1: Because we did the interviews, the women
knew about the problems but it was difficult for them to
explain.
Then I asked the question again and tried to
explain.
I tried to steer them toward the main issue.
They told many stories but not to the point of the
interview.
I guided them to the topic.

The time of
Co - researcher #2: I had the same problem.
flight to the border is a very powerful time; women want
to dwell on that.
Co - researcher #3 came late and did not answer this
I then asked them to tell me step by step how
question.
they did the interview:
I did an interview on Friday morning at
The woman I interviewed has a business selling
She was doing her accounting when
rice, food and coffee.
She was not so busy with customers at
I spoke with her.
She didn't know the reason I was doing the
that time.
research. I explained that Phyllis has come from the U.S.
to find out about the women from the camps: about their
education and if they found a j ob in Cambodia.

Co - researcher #1:
8

am.
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In
Place it was too public to talk so we found
private place. We started to do the interview.
I asked
her about her job and education before Pol Pot.
I didn't
even get a chance to ask her anymore questions she
was so
enthusiastic to tell her story.
.

a

She was so happy to tell her story.
She wanted to
cry when she remembered all the bad things that happened
to her.
She is very sad because all of hers and her
husband's knowledge from the camps has not provided them
with a job. It's a crazy time with many children.
She says she feels happy because someone has come to
snare about her life.
I felt sad and concerned about that
woman.
If I had no job, I don't know what would happen to
me if I was like her.
Co - researcher #2: I did the survey at a woman's house.
The woman was sick.
When she saw me she felt better.
She
remembered me as a social worker in the camps.
She has no
job and she thought maybe I could find a j ob for her.
I
told her I would like to help her, but not this time. She
was still very happy to tell me all her problems.
I told her about the purpose of the survey. That we
want to know about the women's life from the camps.
She
asked me if we do this for our organization.
I said no,
for a woman from the U.S.
Then she asked, "Once you find
out about the problem, will you help?"
I told her that I
could not guarantee this, but I told her this woman will
write the report and send it to the organizations, but we
still cannot guarantee anyone will help.

She then said that she would do anything and didn't
mind about the tape recorder.
She said I could copy it 3
or 4 times because she wants to tell out her problems and
express her emotions to help her feel better.
I felt
after I saw this woman that I really wanted to find a job
for her. My organizations are doing interviews for social
workers and I told her to apply.
She had looked after the
handicapped children in the camps. Her standard of living
is so low she has allowed her 17-year-old daughter to
serve beer in a bar.
Co - researcher #3: I interviewed my friend from when I
The
worked at UNTAC
She was happy to answer everything.
first thing she asked me was, "For what purpose are you
I told her we do the research to
doing the research?"
I didn't mention
share it with the NGOs and UNHCR.
I gave her
She asked me to help her find a j ob
Phyllis.
some suggestions.
.

.

The other woman I interviewed was so happy to see
Her husband said tell, tell, tell, tell her
She didn't want me to use the tape recorder.
everything.
She said she didn't want someone to copy her
She is shy.
voice. (Field Notes, Phnom Penh, January 24, 1994)
me.

I

then asked the co researchers in Battambang to tell me if they
-

got a sense from the women they interviewed that they knew how to

solve their own problems.

They indicated that many of the women they
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interviewed had some ideas about solving their
problems (see Chapter
Seven for more details).

Interpreting the Data
The next phase of our work together surrounded
the processing of
the data, which came from combining the initial
sharing we did with
each other and the interviews that they did with their
peers.
The

group of three in PP each managed to interview two others.

The

Battambang group of eight was reduced to seven by the end of
the first
week and managed to do two and for some three, interviews
each.
The interview transcripts, either from written interviews or

audiotapes, were given to the translators. They then took the key
issues which were underlined in each transcript, translated them into

English and put them on tape for me.

I

then took these key issues,

combining them with the key issues from our initial sharing, and put
them onto a "problem tree" (see Figure 1).

The total number of

matching or similar responses were put into a single leaf (see
numbers s below each leaf/issue).

During our processing sessions, the

translators filled in the problem tree back into Khmer language.

After sharing the problems and successes they'd had doing the
interviews,

I

asked that the co researchers look at the problem trees
-

and do a broad analysis of the issues and how many women shared

similar issues.

I

then asked them to pick one of the issues from the

tree they felt strongly about.

I

took them, as a group,

through a

step-by-step exercise which included finding the root causes of the

problem by my asking continually the question, "BUT WHY?" until we had
dug deeply enough to address the next step.

They then had to decide

what would be the resources and the restraining forces helping or

hindering the process of addressing this issue.

I

explained that by

looking at resources and obstacles, our strategies and action plans
are more realistic.

The final step in the exercise was to come up

with a strategy for addressing the issue.
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battambang

A-My husband was a
B-I feel isolated

soldier in the camps. He cannot find a job
from the Khmer people because I live in separate

village for returnees

C-The women have no rights to do what they want in Cambodia
D-The woman works all day, when she comes home the husband
makes it difficult for her.

E-My training in the camps was free, my food was free, no worries.
Now everything is so expensive. I can barely feed my family.
F-The land provided by the UN was not enough. We need more land
or the returnees
with each other
G-I am a widow with no land and no job. I had skills and a job in the
camps

will fight

such as typing and day care. It is of no use to me now.
H-I have no contacts here. There are many people applying for the same jobs
I don’t know anyone in the NGOs. It makes me
hopeless. I had a job with a
woman’s group in the camps,! would like to^ start- one-now.

coming from the camps, I have no capital to start a business.
government could order the medical training in a good way, I can continue
my medical work. Now it is not good. The hospitals and clinics do not accept the people
camps they learned a different way.
K-Only one salary in my household. My husband and my skills are limited.
I 'Since

J-If the

M-My training in the camps was education. The skills I have do not bring me a job
Cambodia. The government policy on education is not good for the returneev

Figure

1

.

in

Problem Trees
Continued, next page.
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Figure

1,

continued:

PHNOM PENH

A-It

We

to

is difficult

b« a widow

down

are looked

on- If

we

we have a man come.

We

B-When

camps

I

a teacher.

was
I

in the

in

Khmer

live

have to

I

C-I was trained in the camps ; but

E-I worry

when

my husband

Now

UNTAC

I

I

to

be

have no job.

and now

I

have no Job.

the organization leaves thif I

will

UNBRO

have a job but not

hire me.

The government won’t

D-I had a job with

with other family.

live

was trained by

taught in the camps.

as a teacher.

society

alone they think

work

for that

I

or

have no job and no money to rent a house.

F-In the camps everything was paid for by

UNBRO. Now we

have to pay

for everything.

G-I have no land, no job, no house.
cash option from UNHCR.
H-I work,

We

my husband

does not.

I

live

He was

my

a soldier.

cannot support our families with this
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with

relatives.

We

I

took the

have only one income.

Illustrated below (Figures

2

and

3)

are examples from the Phnom

Penh group of the above described process
Phnom Penh

THE ISSUE
After the

NGOs

leave

Cambodia, I’m afraid my husband and

I

won’t have a job.

ROOT CAUSES
The organization finishes its contract in the country and has no money to continue.
The government has no interest in continuing the organization.
Cambodia is unstable.
The organization did not train the Khmer people to continue their work after they leave the
The NGOs created a Western style institution and expect the Khmer to duplicate them both

1.

2.

3.
4.
5-

6.

and

in

The

NGOs

country.
in

the

camps

Cambodia.
didn't contact the places

where the Khmer took care of

this

kind of thing: the Wat, the Buddhist

place.

•Two

of the research collaborators work for the organization chosen for the force

+

field analysis.

FORCE FIELD ANALYSIS
RESOURCES

-OBSTACLES

*the organization has a good system for

*

sustainable development

international

the old staff from the original

*it

has a credit system for poor people

lot

*it

has a budget for helping repatriated

*

people
*it

new

there

is

NGO

is

good but there

is

a

staff

money, but only for two years

•the organization never trains the staff to

has a strong, skilled, well educated

Khmer

of

improve their

skills

*no one knows how to write grants

staff

*it

has $ for at least a few more years

*it

has a good contact network that

includes the local staff
*the director of the organization and their

Khmer

staff

have a good relationship with

the government's social service system

*the staff has

skills

about social service,

has self-confidence, and the power to give
advice to families
•vehicle

decision making for family intervention

and can advise the administration
•the staff has the power of decision-

making

for family intervention

STRAIEGIIiS
Require the organization

to give us

more

skills in

administration, including grant writing

All the staff would like the organization to listen to

we

will

schedule a meeting to present

them and make changes based on

this to the administration.

We

will

etc...

their suggestions.

So

organize this meeting and present

NGO can survive on its own without the Westerners.
Encourage the NGOs to involve the temple and the monks and nuns more in the community development
process by providing them with the resources to help seive the people. The temple provides the moral
these issues point by point so the

values for development.

Figure

2

.

When the NGOs Leave Cambodia

134

Battambang

THE
The

we have from

ISSUE

camps we can’t use in Cambodia
Sub-issue: the women from the camps cannot use their skills in
Cambodia
skills

the

ROOT CAUSES
The

instability of the

government policy

in

Cambodia,

many

ie.

parties, war.

communism,

centuries of

authoritarian rule

The isolation of the returnee population from the local population
The corruption by the Khmer in the NGOs and in the local government. The Khmer

NGOs take bribes from both returnees and locals.
The NGOs in the camps did not look at the situation in

in

charge of hiring for

the

opportunities for

camp

UNTAC

problem

The

made

a

parties are

all

Cambodia

prior to creating educational or training

people.
in

Cambodia

after the election.

They

didn’t organize things with

FUNCINPEC.

protecting themselves.

ROO F CAUSES OF SUB-ISSUE
1.

Women

2.

When we

have no self-confidence.
apply for a job we see many people

no chance; we
3.

When we

apply for a job

to separate herself. In
4.

Also,
girls,

in front

of

us,

both

men and women, and we

is

it

Khmer

the

Khmer

culture that the

woman

cannot stand

women have no confidence in Khmer society because of lack
and men have more rights than women to get an education.

we have

Women

Culture and tradition teach

7.

Culture and tradition are based on the books used in the schools and in
These books were written by men. Men wrote the rules for the women.

in

with the men. She has

of education. Boys have

6.

don't speak up

in line

culture you are not allowed to be pushed physically against the

5.

8.

think

feel hopeless.

meetings and

women

if

they do the

to look low

men

won’t

listen to

man

more

in a line.

rights than

them.

on themselves.
the temple.

FORCE FIELD ANALYSIS
(This was based upon the government policy issue only, not on the women’s sub-issue. The sub-issue conclusions made
by the group were that they didn’t necessarily have to believe that the books written by the men were true but that for
other women it would take a lot of education for them to feel confident enough to challenge the traditions. The
strategy then was to help women get more access to education).

Figure

3.

The Skills We Have, We Can't Use

Continued, next page.
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Figure

3,

continued:

+

RESOURCES

’Advocacy on Che pare of che
individuals from NGOs Co encourage
Che governmenc co change cheir policy
Coward hiring recurnees
’Recurnees have good educacions
*chey have language skills,
experience, and cime
’They have drive and decerminacion
’They have cercificaces and
references
’They have good relacionships wich
NGOs and inCernacional agencies
’They have self-confidence
’They have healch
’They have good communicaCion skills

-OBSTACLES

’Corrupcion in Che governmenc
’Too many parcies Crying Co gee power
’The sysCem is differenc from che
inCernaCionAl sysCem, ic's Coo cied
Co che policies and infigheing
amongsc che policical leaders
’There are already coo many healch
scaff for che governmenc Co hire any
mor e
’The pay is low

’As a recurnee, Co wrice a leccer Co che World Bank, che Asia Developmenc Bank
and ocher councries and Cell Chem Co fund Cambodia more so chac che governmenc
leaders will scop figheing over cheir posicions, because chere isn'c enough
money. This will scop che war, scabilize Che councry and help us Co concinue
Che rebuilding of che economy and scare addressing che face chac che recurnees
have good skills, especially in medical fields and educacion, and deserve che
righc Co help rebuild cheir councry.
’To wrice a leCCer Co PACT co Cell chem Co help build scrong local NGOs and
work wich che CCC Co advocace for scraighcening oue che governmenc so people's
needs can gee met.
’AC Che personal level, Chere is noching we can do abouc Che jealousy on che
pare of Che locals Coward che recurnees. ic is beccer co jusc keep doing our
jobs well and lec Cime pass.
’Find advocaCes wichin Che NGOs co concinue co fighc for che recurnees co have
Cheir skills appieciaced and ucilized.

In the next step in our process together, both the co-

researchers in Phnom Penh and the co - researchers in Battambang broke
into smaller groups and picked two issues from the tree to address.

They were told to go through the exercise themselves, knowing that
after an hour and a half they would have to share it with the larger
group
In the Appendix is a complete rendering of each of the issues

for which the groups in both Battambang and Phnom Penh found root

causes, obstacles, resources, and strategies.
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Saving Goodbye
The final days of our sharing sessions were very
task-oriented
as we tried to fit everything into our remaining
time together.

women were very grateful for this opportunity and so was
all grown very close.

We had

I.

There were promises of reunions and

The

I

made a

commitment to send them a copy of the report before it was sent
to the
public, to receive their feedback.
The translators agreed to regather the groups and relate the report to them, get the feedback and
send it to me.

Chapter Summary
Normally,

it would be appropriate at this point for the academic

to interpret the data for the reader and apply it to the research

question and other issues raised earlier in the dissertation.

My

question was: Do these women feel that the education they received in
the camps was useful to them back home?

If so, how,

if not, why not?

However, because of the knowledge/power issues raised previously

within my ethical position statement, concerning "who speaks for
whom?",

I

will not interpret the research data for the reader

-

a more

detailed explanation of my reasons for this can be found in the
introduction to the next chapter.

In addition, Chapter

7

will provide

a critical analysis of the details of my relationship with the co-

researchers

.
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CHAPTER

7

ANALYSIS OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

prepare to analyze the research process, the politics
of
representation beg attention. Generalizations help make concepts
As

I

like

"refugee or returnee women" coherent.

They smooth over

contradictions, conflicts of interest, doubts

not to mention

-

changing motivations and historical circumstances.
the fixing of boundaries between self and other.

This allows for
As part of a

professional discourse of objectivity and expertise, this act of

representation is inevitably a language of power.
part of a profession
of others

-

It involves being a

an administrative structure in the management

-

in this case,

returnee women and/or "co-researchers" in

participatory research carried out by an American academic.
Realizing this, and genuinely wanting to expose this tendency as
one of many power/knowledge imbalances,

is

painfully difficult.

I

continue to be a learner in how to work with, and write about, mine
and other people's complicity in and transformation of domination.

have a willingness to let go of these oppositional stances.

I

I

do not

want to portray myself or others in my profession as the enemy in the

following account.

This critique is out of love and compassion for my

fellow beings in the struggle against harmful practices.
In Chapter

5,

I

attempted to create a bridge between the

professional discourse of generalization and the co - researchers
language of reflection.

In this next section of analysis,

I

have

tried to keep a watchful eye on any tendency to construct "other" as

inferior and in need of remediation, or to view another's culture as
if it were fixed in time.

As

I

mentioned at the end of Chapter

6,

I

do not intend to

interpret or analyze the content of the research data.

whom

I

The women with

worked have made their own sense of what happened in our brief

time together, and may have applied that learning to their own lives;

sifting through what is true for them, applying what was possible
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during this intense time of transition.
in a summary:

For those who are interested

the report of their findings,

sent to aid and

development agencies, can be found in the Appendix.
As

I

process,

I

approach this experience, not knowing how the coresearchers- together or as individuals- have viewed the
research
am left with the inevitable myopic overlay of

interpretation.

In the analytic framing of specific aspects of the

research process,

I

draw the reader back to the previous questioning

of the exigencies of women's participation in the refugee camp

setting.

In the introduction to this dissertation,

id should be our role,

I'd asked whether

in the carrying out of aid and development

policies and programs with women refugees, to use the mandates of
"participation" in order to simply manage diversity.

I'd then

su gg este d that we might instead need to find new ways- -ones which do

not abstract the notion of participation and its emphasis on social

justice away from local contexts.
The suggestion to search for new ways is supported in the

literature of the post-modernists and post- structuralists
1993;

Lather,

1991;

Rorty,

1985; Young,

1994).

,

(Fraser,

They share my

contention that truth is pluralistic, and theories about oppression:
equality vs. domination in gender relations, or equality vs.

domination in the negotiation of modernity and tradition between
development agents and the village person or refugee should not be
imposed.

If it is appropriate,

according to circumstance, theories

However, post-modern feminism does not concern itself

could be built.

with creating order, but with identifying and understanding
difference.

That is, from a post-modern feminist perspective, state-

centric, male-biased and monolithic thinking manifest themselves

differently in different contexts despite our understanding of what
they constitute.

When the manifestation of this thinking, in whatever

form it takes,

confronted by local customs, circumstance and

is

indigenous knowledge systems there comes a struggle among them, a
struggle to create order.

Participatory policy has evolved in an
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effort to create this order.

However, the struggle among disparate

elements resists homogenization of ideas and actions and
prevents a
definitive form of social organization from being imposed.
Theory-

building in context can allow refugee women to defend their diverse
ways of living without forcing them into narrowly defined social
frameworks which may actually reduce their capacity to survive.
It is acknowledged that theory-building around the intersection

of these forces in people's lives, especially about modernization in

development or women's rights, is only possible when there is a

modicum of power equality
outsider.

-

a quid pro quo between insider and

Participatory research may allow for this potential,

however, it is not the intention of the analysis to reveal some

unrealistic, perfectly balanced form of interaction.

It could too

easily become just another platform to stand on, to create policies
about,

to eventually impose on others.

As

I

hold this particular research process up for scrutiny,

a

range of possible interactions is examined, and the degree to which
they exemplify negotiated meanings

(

theory-building) is exposed.

my choosing this particular frame of analysis,

another key issue.
(1985, p.

164),

I

By

wish to re - illuminate

Graybill (1995), in his paraphrasing of Rorty

puts it quite succinctly:

Many societies do not share the same concerns and values
regarding intersubj ective communication. If we are
interested in correcting imbalances in communication and
overcoming systematic distortions, the only grounding we
can offer is in the traditions of a democratic society.
(p.

246)

Having chosen participatory research in this circumstance,

I

admit to being a person who is grounded in the desire for "democratic
intersubj ective communication," accepting the possibility of its

rejection by those who may have different visions of what constitutes
a just world.

In the analysis,

I

acknowledge that it is my concern

(not necessarily those of the co - researchers )

,

that issues of power

and the potential for domination are both part of the ongoing reality
in participatory research and its use in the first place.
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This

analysis is meant to make issues of power transparent on
multiple
levels.
^

The degree to which theories of gender equality,

ipstory research methods, and western dominating knowledge in

aid and development practices were either negotiated/built in "a

language of contrast

or imposed in this particular process, will

comprise the components of the analysis.

When something else

happened, a non-negotiated spontaneous emergence, which
the imposition of local knowledge

-

I

will call

it too is illuminated.

The analysis interrogates three possible types of
communicative interaction which took place among co - researchers
within the research process:
1.

Imposition of Western constructs

2.

Negotiation of meaning and action

3.

Imposition of local forms of knowledge around the
following issues:
*
*

*
*

Figure

4.

(

theory-building)

ownership of the reserach
gender equality
research approach and methods of knowledge
construction
Western dominating knowledge

Types of Communicative Interaction

This research educator admits that to some degree structure

and/or methods were imposed as an educative act.
this is also a political act,

I

recognize that

in much the same way that the use of

participatory forms of research

is a

political act.

My actions in

regards to being an educator, is also framed within the first three

A language in which we formulate both their way and mine as
alternative possibilities in relations to human constants at work. It
is a language which would describe both their way of life and ours as
both alternatives. In this language of contrasts, the other may be
revealed as distorted or inadequate or it might show my own to be so,
in which case my understanding of the other leads to a revision of my
own self-understanding and to new beliefs and practices, or
alternatively, both languages may change.
1
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interaction categories stated above in Figure
instances,

in some

the co - researchers became my teacher as well.

Finally, before we begin,

define what

for,

4,

I

mean by "power."

I

think it is important for me to

Western knowledge constructs are the

key forms of power to be illuminated, and

academic in the Western knowledge system.
in analyzing the process;

represent that power as an

I
I

used a Foucaultian view 2

it helps to reveal how the privilege of my

own history, how my actions, words and position have power imbedded in
them.

For example, since it was not my original intent to define

participation with the co researchers
-

,

but to do research together,

then in this way I've already imposed a democratic form of knowledge-

building on them.

Why might this be harmful?

They themselves

explained it in this way: "We are afraid to stand up.

We still

remember a government that wouldn't allow us to do this."

Ownership of the Research
The notion of doing research together in a participatory way was

strictly my idea (keeping in mind that it was not yet informed by all
of the discoveries contained within this dissertation)

attraction to PR grew out of

a realization,

the university and personal experience,

.

The initial

through both my studies at

that the empowerment of the

poor and disenfranchised would be aided by their being able to have
the tools to investigate and take action on their own problems.
it as a refreshing alternative to social scientists,

I

saw

educators, and

development specialists coming in and gathering data to bolster
theories of education, development and society which ultimately may
have little use except to feed the dominating knowledge system.

As

Michel Foucault’s notions of power/knowledge in his Discipline
“the formation of
a nd Punish (1979) took the Marxist tradition cast as.
economy. In so
official
the
beyond
class,”
the professional/managerial
the
it
placed
and
doing he proposed a “politics of knowledge”,
to
and
movements
social
to
expertise
and
of
relation of intellectuals
participatory
the state. I relate this to academics who attempt
specialists in
research and aid and development field workers who aredevelopment.
and
education
to
approaches
participatory
of
the use
2

m
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was discussed in Chapters

2

and

3,

this type of research is often done

in order to better manage the poor and disenfranchised.

research, did not have this as its intention.

Participatory

Quite the contrary,

X

saw PR as the least harmful and least manipulative form of research

available to an academic with an agenda of intersubj ective
communication.

I

thought

disenfranchised in mind.

I

had the best interests of the

This in and of itself was the beginning of

my impositional forays.

Along with doing participatory research came the baggage of
actual theories of PR (which

I

knew about, but wanted to avoid),

methods of PR, and the expectations
out.

I

had of myself in carrying them

I

was filled with concern about my own research agenda, which at

that time was not to simply carry out research with them.

I

felt

impelled to feed and at the same time critique the Western knowledge
system.

I

wanted to know what effect education in the camps might

have had on women returnees after repatriation.

I

held ideas even

then about how Western systems of pedagogy, health, organizational

structure and women's rights were being offered to refugees in the
camps - -without the service provider knowing what effect this would

have on them once they returned home.

I

wanted to use this research

opportunity to explore my hypothesis about dominating knowledge.
I

kept telling myself that my need to test my hypothesis was

overshadowed by a concern that it might frame the co researchers
-

experience to such an extent as to inhibit their own knowledge

construction around these important life transitions.
training in qualitative research,

I

Having had some

ideally saw a need to provide a

research environment for them to foster the making of their own

meaning from the mutual sharing of stories and the processing of
issues which have arisen for them since their return.
ideal in my mind,

I

By forming this

became slightly paranoid about the effect my

agenda might have on their taking ownership of the research process.
Yet,

I

felt

I

couldn't deny the fact of having an agenda; that would

143

be dishonest.

The following from my field notes reveals this inner

conflict
The co-researchers were to have only the briefest of views
of my agenda.
It was decided that this would avoid
putting their minds into my categories of understanding.
However, I was inconsistent with my discipline around this
decision.
I interviewed the women for the job
individually in both locations
I sometimes briefly and
other times not so briefly explained my purpose for doing
the research.
I then told them what I expected from them
in as much depth as possible and did devote a small amount
of time to establishing the ownership of the research
issue.
This is what happened in Phnom Penh
(Field
notes, Phnom Penh, January 16)
.

.

.

.

In a one-on-one interview, I chose to tell one of the
participants, before the sharing sessions, details about
my reasons for doing this work. I did add that I'd
intended that the women come up with their own reasons and
that mine should be considered secondary
I had a second interview yesterday with another
potential participant and again I yapped on about why I
was doing this research.
I even told her I was working on
a doctorate in Education.
The Khmer I've known do not like to boast nor do
they respect others who do.
I have to be much more
I had intended to
careful about telling the women this.
keep my role and interests really low key and have failed
at this
The only saving issue is to do a comparative
study in Battambang about approaches and see how it
Of course, even that interpretation
affects the process.
that I am
I feel though,
will be completely subjective.
being dishonest when I say that what comes out of this is
I should be getting their permission to
purely for them.
(Field notes, Phnom
use this for my doctoral papers.
Penh, January 17)
.

.

.

.

In overcompensating for my early mistakes and the very fact of

my research question,
them.

I

came dangerously close to forcing ownership on

This manifested in both Phnom Penh and Battambang, with my

heavy emphasis on their coming up with the research questions (see

Research Methods,

C)

.

In Phnom Penh,

even with the encouragement on

my part of wanting them to feel that the research was to be used for

their own purposes, as well as mine, the truth of,

"for what purpose,

took on an animated life of its own:
The women
It was early in our initial process together.
from Phnom Penh had just gone out and done their first set
There was some shared concern about what
of interviews.
they should say when asked by their interviewees, "For
what purpose are you doing this research." I then asked
the
them, "for what purpose do you think we are doing
one
each
responses
several
were
There
research"?.
"We are doing
bringing the ownership back into my court.
for the
problems
the
about
understand
it so that you
"The purpose of the research is what you
returnee women."
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want to know about the women in the camps." "I would like
you to understand how difficult is the life of the Khmer
woman
.

So there it was, every participatory researcher's
nightmare
The ownership of this research clearly sits in
my lap.
Why not own that? What have I actually done to
make it otherwise ... I never said from the beginning we
are going to do research together and you're going to
decide what you would like to do the research on.
I said
this is what X would like to know more about.
Would you
like to participate? I can pay you.
So why am I feeling
a sense of failure.
I think I need to be clear that I
called this Participatory Action Research, but again the
women were not given that term, they were not told what it
meant and asked if they would like to act on the results
of the research.
They are so used to doing research for
others that it doesn't seem to matter.
The job
description I've given out did not define participatory
action research.
.

I have one more opportunity to resolve this dilemma
in Battambang.
Either I just resign myself to the fact
that I am doing this for me and be up front about it, or
I truly find a place within the process where these women
can take ownership. Perhaps if I ask myself the question:
How does it relate to what they are currently doing with
their lives and ask them to think about how the results of
this information might help them with what it is they are
doing in their lives, then we may be on the right track.
(Field notes, Phnom Penh, Day 4)

By the time

I

got to Battambang,

had decided to meet the

I

ownership issue head on by constructing

a

system of getting to know

each other which necessitated their interviewing each other rather
than my asking the guiding questions.

I

insisted from the beginning

that this was their research (how could they possibly understand
this?) and that my needs were secondary.

little consequence; no matter how much

I

This worry was ultimately of

thought

I

could control their

ability to own this research, the reality of their lives forced its
They were asserting themselves, and as they did,

way through.

learned something about negotiated meanings.
interaction,

I

think,

The following

illustrates the contextual negotiation of a

theory about participation in research:
The translator translating the co - researchers
voice(s) usually after some discussion among them.
T.

-

P.

-

My words

Co-researcher(s) asking a question or responding
themselves in English

Q.

I

-
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How do your research questions get you toward why you
are doing this research?
P.

(After discussion) In coming up with the reason we do
the research, we would like to summarize our question for
interviewing our peers to one sentence.
"We want to know
about their feelings, their problems and their standard of
living" and then just combine those words to gather the
information from the women.

T.

P.

That's not enough.

T. (Discussion) Gather the information so that we clearly
know what are their problems?
P. You want to gather the information about their
problems, for what purpose? Why do you want to know about
their problems?

(Single co - researcher ) If we know the problem we know
the best way to solve the problem

T.

(Single co - researcher ) Who will solve the problem
(group laughter)?

Q.

(Discussion) When women ask us, for what purpose we are
doing the research, we will say that we want to ask you
some questions so we can find out about the information to
know your problems clearly. We want to ask you these
questions because we want Phyllis to help solve your
problems

T.

P.

Are you all happy with that purpose?

(Discussion) If we tell them this purpose and sometime
after, they ask us when can they get a house from Phyllis,
It is for this reason we cannot
then this is a problem.
commit

T.

My
P. I am going to share with you what my purpose is.
purpose for this research is to help Cambodian women who
came from the camps who are having a hard time adjusting
to the life in Cambodia to solve some of their problems
So, I don't know what will come out of that.
together.
The other reason that I am doing the research is to inform
other people in and outside Cambodia who are interested in
refugees about the situation with the Khmer women
My action plan after I finish this research is
refugees.
to write a report and to distribute the report to UNHCR,
UNDP, other NGOs and to the women refugee organizations
So that is my agenda but it doesn't
across the country.
Because you should be able to answer
have to be yours
So, what you said is
for yourselves for what purpose.
that your purpose is to gather info, from the women to
So do you feel
know more clearly about their problems.
that you want to help the women to solve their problems or
do you just want to do this for me?
.

(Discussion) We just gather the info, for you because
it is impossible for us to help them by ourselves.

T.

How about when we create a problem tree at the end (I'd
told them about this during our first day together) and we

P.
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talk about the cause and then we have the seeds of action,
how will you use that in your own lives? You don't have to
answer it right now, because now we have only our talk
together.
When we are processing at the end' we will have
much more information to know then, which will help us to
see the clear action to take.
Right now you are dealing
with your own lives and how you are going to survive. And
it's hard to think how to solve the problems of others.
We women in America think that there is strength through
solidarity.
Often when we try to solve our problems
alone, it is very difficult.
And often we make women's
organizations to help us solve our problems together
because we are stronger together.
T. (Single co - researcher with agreement from the rest) We
have a different system. We don't share (don't want to
let them know) or ask suggestions to solve our problems.
We just keep the problem inside.

So you think that the women's groups and the women's
organizations are not really an answer to the problems of
Cambodian women.
P.

(Single co - researcher with agreement from others)
Sometimes when we have a big problem, e.g., we have no
money to feed our family or no money to start a business,
we have big problems with the family or with the boss,
then the Khmer women's associations can know about this,
but when we have problems in our family e.g., personal
Even
problems with my husband, we just keep it inside.
though we have women's associations, but they don't know
They just know the big
the problems in my family.
problem

T.

Do you think that by being able to help you deal with
the big problems, they also can help you deal with the

P.

smaller problems?
(Single co researcher after some discussion) When
someone has a big problem, the women's associations
sometimes ask about the small problem that they had
before, but if they still have this small problem, like in
the family, unless it becomes a big problem, the women
associations don't know about that problem. We keep it in
the family.
T.

-

,

Alex (an Australian woman who joined our discussions):
That means, the women's associations addresses the
problems on the top only.
T.

Yes,

due to our traditional culture.

I don't think that
respect the traditional culture.
women because you
American
like
be
should
women
Cambodian
But I
are not American women and I don't want you to be.
solve
you
if
and
skill
a
is
problems
solving
think that
then
your problems inside your family or inside yourself,
when
woman,
a
interview
to
go
you
when
Maybe
that's OK.
think
you are talking about this thing, it helps her to
herself.
by
problem
her
solve
about how to
tor
So would that be a purpose for each of you
the
you
ask
they
When
women?
the
to
asking the question
will say
question, "Why are you doing this research you
you solve
that by just talking together maybe we^can help
Can you say that or not?
your problem.

P.

I
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T.

(Discussion) We can say this, but with no commitment.

So, no commitment is on whose part? Is that on the part
of you as an interviewer or no commitment to the person
you are asking the question to?
P.

T.

(Discussion) No commitment to the person

So You don't want to promise them that we are going to
solve their problems

P.

(Single co - researcher ) Yes, we just tell them that we
are trying to find out, but we won't commit.

T.

P. What would you say then when the women says to you "For
what purpose are you doing this research?"

We would say that we also came from the camps so we are
the same kind of refugees and now we want to gather info,
about the lives of other refugees so that we can provide a
list of all kinds of problems that refugee women are
facing, to the foreigners and donors who like to know the
(Taped
problems to try to solve our problems.
Transcripts, Battambang, Day 2)

T.

Clearly this was a negotiation of meaning around the purpose of
the research and in some ways about participatory research overall,

which

I

created.

never actually defined for them.

A language of contrasts was

There was no way that they were going to allow me to skip my

own responsibility in addressing these problems.

My view of moving

them away from the dependency on outside aid agencies through problem-

posing and solving together (PR/PE methods) was an imposition based on
an assumption

-

the assumption that this was the reason why they were

not taking ownership:

due to past issues of dependency on foreigners

to solve problems for them.

This may be true as well, but in addition

they revealed that problem-solving around personal issues when on a

social level in Cambodia is only done if it's a job.

personal problems are solved within the family.
it were a social more,

a custom.

Otherwise,

They named this as if

They

It was imposed on me by them.

on this
fixed themselves in time and were not willing to negotiate

issue, because it did not make sense for their lives.

I,

as the

the
privileged academic, might have the leisure time to consider

problems of strangers -- they clearly did not.
Phnom Penh group.

The same was true of the

They told me that they had no time beyond what

was paying them for.

They reminded me that on top of having a
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ob

I

they had to keep the house and do child care.

It seemed that my

reciprocal gesture in the writing and publishing of the report about
our findings would be the only outcome of the research in their eyes.

This made perfect sense to them.

I,

after all, had the tools of power

to draw attention to their plight through language,

position and

credentials
still could not let go of the possibility that through the

I

processing of the research data, they still might be able to
strategize solutions which were within their immediate reach and could
be done by them, without me or the development agencies.

Helping

people to help themselves was the slogan which kept me clinging to my
agenda of participatory research and education.

Research Approach, Method and Knowledge Construction
I'd read in the PR literature that one of the forms of

reciprocation which the research outsider can offer to

community is

a

their skills in different forms of research methodology

-

collection techniques and ways of interpreting findings.

data

These skills

could be taught to the people in order to aid in their research
process.

I

took this to heart, keeping in mind that there were also

local ways to collect and process information.

I

wanted them to

choose the research questions, and to tell me how the Khmer people do
research, so we could incorporate it into the overall design.

I

also

wanted them to interpret the raw data and extract key themes from it
without my interference.

I

then expected them to find the causes of

those theme/problems and strategize possible actions.

These were all

participatory techniques that would allow for the transfer of
ownership of the research into their hands.

I

planned to manage the

participatory process through interjecting these methods into

it.

So

much for "social actors negotiating actions within particular
contexts
I

.

had supposedly come to terms, prior to my arrival in Cambodia,

behind
with the Western-centric nature of the "democratic principles"
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PR,

I

guess

mind as

I

had not laid them out as clearly in my own heart
and

did in their succinct description in Chapter

I

4.
It is proof
of how deeply ingrained aspects of our "existence
rationality" can be.
I

don

t

remember even considering these questions during the carrying

out of the research.

I

was too preoccupied with the fact of having my

own hypothesis/research question (the fly in the participatory
ointment)- convinced that it would interfere with my vision for their

empowerment
What effect did both my having a set plan for participatory
methodology, the concern about imposing my research question, and my

own vision for these women have on the overall process?

The initial

and key impact came in the form of a reaction from them as they set me

straight on the ownership/purpose issue (revealed above).
the effect on them by me as

mistakes in how

I

I

In terms of

tried to compensate for my initial

revealed my agenda in the interview process

-

I

became even more rigid about insisting that they come up with the

research questions.

Choosing the Research Questions
P.

-

Phyllis,

the translator, who summarizes the responses of
individual participants or group discussions

T.

C.- One of the co - researchers who could speak English
P. The reason that we meet today is to decide together
what the research question should be, and what the issue
So what we will
for the women whom we talk to should be.
do is problem solve together and figure out what is the
Do
question that we would like to ask of the other women.
you have a question?

If we go to one family for research, the only person
that we do research is the woman, not the whole family?

C:

So please when you
That is correct, just the woman.
speak to each other today about your experience feel free
to ask each other questions, don't feel like you have to
give a monologue, try to make believe I'm not here [laughs.
P:

T: Y. would like to ask if you would like to know about
how is their job and how is their lives and nothing else?

So the reason that we will
Well, maybe, maybe not.
talk today, I am going to ask you to talk about what your

P:
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life has been
since you are
the camps and
what we might

like since you were in the camps and now
in Cambodia.
Telling me about your life in
also your life here will help us to discover
ask the other women.
So do you have any
expectation yourself about the research or some question
your mind about what we are going to do? (Silence) No?
Ok.
So, if we have not any other questions maybe we can
start by having you speak about your own lives
(Taped
transcripts, Phnom Penh, Day 1)

m

The Phnom Penh group began to tell their stories in a narrative

style

.

There were very few interruptions, even by me, except to

clarify certain things.

I

actually found that the translation process

was the most interfering part:

There were limitations of my having to have these initial
conversations translated.
I felt that they were talking
to the translator and me more than they were talking to
each other.
Perhaps they were used to the Westerners
sympathy and were looking for my reaction and that is
understandable.
I was reacting.
The stories were pretty
intense.
I became the audience and I want to avoid that.
If they are to take ownership of the process I have to try
to remain more neutral.
Perhaps if I ask them to ignore
me, but that seems impossible when they have to pause for
the translation.
I tried to think about the alternative.
Perhaps to
have it taped in Khmer and have the translator take the
tape home and transcribe it.
That way I'd have no control
about the direction the sharing takes.
The participants
can speak to each other and it won't be interrupted.
There is a problem about my needing translation and my
need to know what is going on.
I could skip the
translation, however, this will not allow for a process of
mutual understanding to take place between myself and
them.
I think we may have to go on the same way and I
have to just ask the major questions and remain neutral
unless I have a clarifying question.
My role should be to
be like the eventual interviewer, guiding what is
3
(Journal entry, Phnom Penh, End of Day 1)
said
.

.

,

3
These were not my only concerns about the communication issues
I had to trust that the translator was
tied to translation.
representing clearly what the women were saying - and giving them back
an accurate rendering of what I was saying. Part of this was
compensated for by the fact that there were other English speakers in
There were several times when someone would correct or
both groups.
paraphrase what the translator had said.
The fact that the translator would listen to the group discuss
an issue and then summarize it for me made many of the audio- taped
I have
transcripts actually collective depictions of conversations.
often thought that once I learned Khmer, I would listen to the tapes
again and see just how accurate our communications really were and
what additional problems the translation created.
Since the English language has power associations for the Khmer
I have wondered what
and the rest of the world, for that manner,
in English had on my
me
for
work
this
of
effect having to make all
attempts to create a power balance in our relationship.
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And,

after another day of sharing, my concerns continued:
These guiding questions or clarifying questions either get
people to say what you want to hear or simply guide the
interaction in a certain direction.
It is difficult for
me to know which is ok.
I think I need to have one
overarching question and then interject to clarify and
that is all.
They can then do the same.
So

,

tomorrow.

.

I will ask them to talk about what they consider to be the
major issues or problems which arose for them during their
training, during their work with the aid agency, the
transition into repatriation and finally here in Cambodia.
What were the things that were good for them and what were
the things which were bad.
And finally, after they do the
research we need to determine what are the major issues
for the other women.
(Field Notes, Phnom Penh, End of Day

2

)

In this description of a decision,

I

can still feel the

constriction and fear surrounding the issue of ownership.
letting go and trusting in the process, it felt like
make something happen.

It didn't end here,

I

Rather than

was trying to

either.

Later in the process, after the issue of ownership had reared
its ugly head in Phnom Penh,

I

was sure that by revealing and then

keeping my own agenda minimized from the beginning and stating that
fact to them,

that we would have a very different outcome when it came

to owning the research process in Battambang.

Here is what took

place
P. This is a very wonderful opportunity for me to learn
about the women who have come from the camps and what is
now in your lives since you have arrived in Cambodia. And
its my hope that we also will learn about each other,
"for
because together we have to decide the question:
what purpose are we doing this research?" I know some of
why I'm here, but I also feel that this is a time for you
I have many questions that I
to decide why you are here.
would like to ask you, but I'll put most of my questions
away in order to help you decide what you would like to
know about each other. And also when we go later to
interview others we have to decide what we are going to
I will now give you an example of a question,
ask them.
and then you can decide whether to answer this personally
or you can ask your own question of someone else in the
what was your life
One question that I have is:
group.
like in the camps and what is your life like now in
Cambodia? So, what is your question and what would you
like to know about other women in the camps? You can
think about that for a minute and maybe you would like to
Then we can share our questions with each
write it down.
other about what we would like to know about each other
It can be one question, or
and about the women in camps.
two, or three questions, its up to you.
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She says that she has two questions, first question
she'll ask to the people "How did you feel during when you
were in the camp and how do you feel when you live here"
T.

They would like to make sure now if you want them to
answer to your question or tell the question to you.

T.

1 just want to know the question.
finished?

T

Is any one else

I just finished one question.
Did you have any
training when you lived in the camp?
(Taped Transcript,
Day 1, Battambang)

T.

This question formulation went on until we had 15 questions.

I

added a second question of my own into the hopper, which was: What is
the future for Cambodian women? We then wrote them on newsprint in

Khmer and displayed them.

As they began one by one to tell each other

about their lives in the camps and in Cambodia,

I

encouraged them to

ask questions of each other both from our list and from their heads.
This deprived the delivery of stories of their narrative quality.

Consequently, control of the process shifted dramatically.

The women

were very animated about asking each other questions and often

discussions would go on which

S.

would not translate.

was their way of keeping certain things private.

I

think this

Gradually,

I

stopped

asking for translation every time they spoke together in an animated
way.

It seemed that they were building information about their lives

in Khmer together and that was more important than my own need to know

what was going on.
have a tendency to ask a question and really dig deeper.
If I'd known the Khmer language, I might have learned more
Our initial
about their style of asking questions.
meetings were somewhat formal giving way later on to a
I

They seem to have a strong
more intimate interaction.
connection to what we are doing, understandably. They are
(Field
having a chance to examine their own transition.
notes, Battambang, Day 5)

The Khmer Way of Doing Research

When our sharing process was over, the research questions
chosen, and the purpose of the research hashed over,

it came time to

discuss how we were going to carry out the gathering of other

information with the other women.

Both groups were very clear with me
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that the way the Khmer do research is with friendly conversation.

This is how

I

approached this interaction with

the Battambang group,

a co

-

researcher from

and her response:

I am interested in how the Cambodian people do
the
research for themselves. What is the way that they do
research about each other? How do they discover the info,
that they want to know? Do they borrow from the Western
way or do they have their own way?

P

.

T. There are many ways - we can make them trust us.
So we
have to make ourselves close to them. We try to go to
people whom we already know. We try to go to them many
times and we see them with a good attitude.
And, after
that we find the best way to go close.
So, we have to
spend a long time.
If we don't show a good attitude,
they can just say:
"Oh, sorry, we don't have time for an
appointment
.

They also told me that Khmer will not speak openly to other
Khmer, but will speak to a foreigner

involved in the process.

-

or if a foreigner is somehow

My translator from the Phnom Penh group had

some helpful advice:
She said that Khmer people are not interested in speaking
to other Khmer, but when a foreigner speaks to them then
they have a lot to say.
I told her we have to address
this problem in our sharing.
And we did.
I asked the
women if they thought they might have trouble getting
their peers to speak openly with them.
Their response was
that this is only a problem when interviewing strangers.
"The Khmer people do not like to share their problems with
other Khmer unless they are family members or very close
friends." They said that this would not be a problem for
them in our research because "we will only be interviewing
our friends when we go to do the research and besides we
(Journal
can tell them that this is for the foreigner."
entry, January 19, Phnom Penh)

had just gone out to do her first interview with a peer
I
and said she felt uncomfortable asking her questions.
asked her if it's easier to tell the people that it's for
the foreigner that she does the research, and she said,
"Yes, they are more willing to talk because they think
They think the
maybe they will get something out of it.
foreigner has more power to get the government to do
We still remember
We are afraid to stand up.
something.
We are
a government that wouldn't allow us to do this.
too busy to have time for meetings; we have to work and we
(Phnom Penh,
have to cook and care for our children.
Field notes, Day 4)
C.

This was an interesting example of how their local forms of

research had been altered through contact with foreign aid agencies
and then adapted to circumstances.

It was also interesting to see the

way in which they were able to combine the two in their minds, and
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then impose them onto our research process.

negotiate with them about this issue.

did not try to

X

It was they,

after all, who

were vulnerable and on the line out there.
realize now that this could have been an opportunity to go

I

into more depth about the "why?" of this issue.

It would have been an

entry point to discuss the effect of foreigners on their lives.
was not the time.

I

It

was still trying my best to avoid the imposition

of my research question,

and besides we were, at that point, needing

to face more practical things.

Research Ethics. Data Collection, and Issues of Validity
During the sharing sessions,

I

wanted to make very sure that the

women, before they went out to interview others, were aware of the

ethical issues surrounding the collection of research information.
an extent, this was a non-negotiable item.

I

To

did not ask them if

there were existing rules about research ethics in Cambodia, or even
if they'd formulated their own ethical positions about research.

I

spoke of the rules in asking the interviewee's permission to use tape

recorders and of the need to ask permission to use the collected

information for a report which would be published.
this was the law in America and that

I

Cambodian Constitution of Human Rights 4

I

explained that

had read about it in the
.

They said they weren't aware

of such laws in Cambodia, but thought that it would be a good idea.

They agreed to ask permission of the women they interviewed.
I

did not have enough time to give an in-depth training in data

collection.

Two of the women in Phnom Penh were experienced in

research and

I

encouraged them to inform the third about their

4
Human rights groups from around the world met in Cambodia in
early 1992 to help the transitional government (SNC) form a.
I
constitution which would address the human rights of Cambodians.
was asked to work on this at the time by researching Buddhist
Some of these perspectives were
perspectives on human rights
revealed in chapter four - I’m not sure how much they were taken to
I think the Western
heart and applied in the Cambodian Constitution.
perspecitive of individual rights prevailed.
.
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research experiences.

Several times

C.

gave instructions to both of

the others about what is scientific when asking
questions and what is
not.
The trial run in Phnom Penh also allowed for their
reflections

on how important it is to find a private place, making
sure there is
enough time, the importance of using the tape recorder and
not trying
to remember everything.

It was at this point,

after the Phnom Penh group had done their

first interviews, when the Western idea of validity crept into our

discussions.

When the other two co researchers in the group kept
-

insisting that they just wanted to chat with their friends and then

write down later what they remembered, the co - researcher who had had
some previous experience doing research for foreigners while in the

camps told them that this was not sufficient.

remember her saying

I

that it wouldn't be fair to the women because "we will only remember
the parts that we want to about what they say."

She insisted that the

tape recorders were the best way to "get at the truth about their
life

.

It was fortunate for me that she did what
I

I

had dreaded doing.

couldn't say that this was local knowledge being utilized since it

was obvious she had been trained by Western researchers.

Her fellow

researchers' ambivalence about the use of the recorders came out
One actually didn't use the tape recorder at all- -she said

later.

that every time she went to use it,

it wouldn't work "and once the

rain was so loud that it couldn't be heard on the tape."

They told me

how uncomfortable the tape recorder made the women feel.

They said it

was because they were "shy."

with
I

C.

Since

I

couldn't mask my own agreement

that the tape recorders were the best route to valid results,

listened sympathetically to their struggles, but suggested they keep

trying new ways to make it easier to use them.
In Battambang, we had similar discussions about ethics and data

collection and

I

handled it in much the same way.

Logistically

impossible to do it otherwise because of scheduling problems, the

feedback on data collection methods didn't come until after the
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Battambang group had completed their interviews.
was no opportunity to remedy their problems.

Subsequently there

We simply had long

discussions about them, after the fact (see Chapter 6).

With our time very short in both groups,
training in interview techniques to the women.
I

I

offered a brief
This was how and what

presented:
We want the truth of the women's experiences - as close
as we can get- considering that except for their lives
now, everything else is from memory.
To get at the truth
P.

there are some techniques that

I

have found helpful:

1.

Good Listening - let the person get out what
they want to say without interruption

2.

Rephrasing - if the person says something we
don't understand or we want them to say more
about a topic, we put into different words
what we think they said and then ask them if
this is what they meant.
Example: Did you
mean to say
.

.

.

3.

Probing questions

4.

Summing up - You've told me this, this and
this (it helps the interviewer also organize
is there anything else
his or her own mind)
you'd like to tell me?

-

Why? How? When? Where?

;

5.

Examples - if the person doesn't understand
the question, give examples, but be careful
not to lead them toward what they think you
want for an answer. Remember we are trying to
get at the truth of their experience.

6.

Sticking to the same questions for everyone.
Reason: it helps us to begin to see patterns
This is a small sample and it
of responses.
would be difficult to say that even if every
person we spoke to said the same thing, we
couldn't really say that all returnee women
have this experience, but we could say that
out of 20 women interviewed 20 said. ... It
would be true for at least that many women.
It is important when giving reports about this
information not to generalize without telling
People
the reader the size of your sample.
like to use others' data for their own reports
without telling how many people this was true
That is why some organizations do big
of.
studies with lots of people, because they_
think that the more people they talk to, in
other words, the bigger the sample, the more
possible it is to draw conclusions about the
However, I believe that
truth of a situation.
there are often other factors that the big
surveys cannot take into account - such as
whether people will respond truthfully when
they are asked a series of short questions by
Our sample is small and we are
a stranger.
.

_
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having long talks with a few people
This is
called qualitative research. The research you
ho with the women is also interpretive
because you will be asked to underline what
you think are the key issues in these women's
lives now, and this brings me to the next
phase of our work together
(Tape
transcripts - Battambang Day 2)
.

.

.

.

The presentation of these methods is laden with Western values.
I

have discovered from past experience that the interrogative style of

our data- gathering methods make Cambodians very uneasy.

They informed

me that techniques to dig deeper into the personal aspects of their

lives scares them

-

it brings up the fear from past interrogations.

I

suspect this fear is also one of the reasons why the first thing the

interviewees asked the co - researchers was "for what purpose are you

doing this research?"
Another Western value is the need for scientifically valid
samples, even qualitative ones.

In my previous involvement in a

Cambodian rural village development project,

I

remembered when the

needs assessment was first proposed to the village head person; he

told us that he already knew about the problems of the villagers and

could save us

a lot of time.

Refugee camps are places where surveys and statistics needed by
the aid and development agencies were a regular occurrence.

This,

however, did not erase the desire of our co - researchers to speak only
to their friends and to make this as much like a friendly conversation

as possible.

remember that when

I

research would be conducted,

I

I

first thought about how the

only wanted them to have to interview

their peers, because I'd known other Cambodians who had expressed

reticence about telling personal information to strangers.

Knowing what to do became

a

kind of juggling act.

recall

I

feeling the need to balance the fact that it was advantageous for them
to get Western skills for research because they were working for

Western aid and development agencies, with the encouragment of their
feelings about the adequacy of their indigenous methods.
to accept that

I

would have to write
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a

I

also had

report about the results of the

research for outsiders who may have certain expectations about

validity in research results.

Ultimately this dilemma about methods and research techniques
worked itself out.

Perhaps because

I

wasn't too heavy handed in my

presentation of methods, they adapted whatever methods

I

suggested in

such a way as to not interfere with the friendliness of their

conversations.

In fact,

in some cases,

they mentioned that the

techniques helped them to "steer the women back to the point," because
their peers were so excited to be telling someone about their

experiences they "weren't staying on the point of the interview."

Of

course, even that concurrence put the onus of importance on getting

consistent data, rather than honoring the comfort levels which
indigenous methods of collecting information brings.

Processing the Data
I

went on to describe how the co-researchers would have to

transcribe their own taped interviews, then underline what they felt
were the key themes and get these underlined sheets to the translator
Very little

for me to then put these answers into the problem tree.

of this phase of our work was negotiable.

There was not enough time

to discuss variations in how we would interpret the data and the use

we would make of it later.

The fact of "not enough time" interfered with many of the

possibilities to negotiate about research techniques or even about
research in general.

I

was quite attached to the idea of their

underlining the themes in their transcripts.

I

had read about a

previous research study which had been very effective in using this
technique (of course, the researchers were New York City highschool
dropouts interviewing their peers)

explaining to them what

word for it in Khmer.

.

a theme was.

I

recall having a difficult time

There just didn

t

seem to be a

We solved this by the translator finding

examples from their existing transcripts.

I

remember thinking that

even that would be leading them in a certain direction.
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There existed

the possibility that, with this method,

they might only see in the

transcripts those issues with which they could relate with
again,
fact,

-

but

this is a Western concern for validity in research and
that
as

I

have already mentioned, has mixed implications for women

who are working for foreigners.

contradictory values

is

In fact,

this mixture of

highly context specific.

The working through

of just exactly what those contextual implications were for all of us

might have been easier if we had had the time to discuss them
together
The Phnom Penh group decided to have our translator translate

their transcripts word for word from the tapes, and to put it into a
tape recorder for me to listen to before our processing sessions.

I

then had to return the transcripts to them to get the underlined

statements for the problem tree

.

The Battambang group followed the

original instruction, which was that they should do transcripts from
the audiotapes, underline in the transcripts what they felt were the

key issues faced by the women they interviewed, and then the

translator would record these underlined key issues in English for me

prior to our processing sessions.

In both cases,

I

collaborators to perform the interpretative step so

really wanted the
I

wouldn't bias

the final sessions around key issues.
I

remember this part of our work together was labor intensive
They all seemed quite capable of

for them and very task-oriented.

carrying it out, but

I

know it must have been very hard work to

transcribe their audio- taped interviews by hand and then to underline
the themes.
I

Because it was a non-negotiable part of our interactions,

really didn't take the time to process with them how they felt about

it

Sharing the interview process

When the groups reconvened

I

asked them to share some of the

issues they encountered during the interviewing process.

Nearly all

of the co - researchers mentioned how they had been asked by the
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interviewees for what purpose were they doing the research,
and they
all told their interviewees that the foreigner would
be using
the

results in order to get the aid agencies to help in solving
the

Many of them mentioned how grateful the interviewees were

problem.
for this
I

had two reasons for asking the co - researchers to share their

interview process.

First,

ways of doing research

I

wanted them to instruct each other on

what worked and what didn’t.

I

also harkened

back to my original vision of women helping themselves and each other.
I

5

inquired as they shared their experiences as to how often the women

indicated that they could solve their own problems by themselves.
Here is what three of the co - researchers from Battambang said:
Co -researcher #1: Yes, they know how.
The woman I
interviewed has a j ob cleaning even though she has office
skills.
She knows that she must do it to survive.
She
has applied for work in community development.
She goes
to buy rice in the provinces and sells it for a profit in
PP.
She is smart.
She has a j ob that is not suitable to
her skills.
She knows she must continue to apply.
Co - researcher #2: My interviewees all are able to figure
out how to solve their own problems.
One is waiting to
hear about a j ob and knows if she doesn't get it she can
make a business.
A second person was trained.
She has
medical experience but works in an office. Another has no
urgency because her husband has a job.
Co - researcher #3: Yes, the women I interviewed have been
trained in research and know theoretically how to solve
their own problems.
One woman, she is isolated and stays
home all the time with no one to talk to.

Interpreting the Data, Finding Root Causes, Strategies for Action
From this point forward, except for minor suggestions by my

Khmer counterparts, my western logo-centric methodological framework
prevailed.

We built local knowledge from the interviews, combined it

with the information gathered from the initial sharing (also
local knowledge -building)

,

a form of

and then started a theory-building process

5
There had been a trend in the feminist literature at the time of
steering our language and images of third world or refugee women away
from viewing them as helpless victims The alternative is to portray
an image of these women as courageous survivors.
.
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centered around the use of a Frerian method called
"the problem tree."
Now this was definitely an imposition. As you may
recall in Chapter
4, Freire suggested that digging into the causes of
contextually
identified problems was one of the steps in the "pedagogy of the
oppressed."
I

stated,

I

Now, was

using this technique for the same reason?

I

As

did not enter the research with an emancipatory intent,

nor a definition of the co - researchers

and their peers' oppression,

'

except perhaps my own hypothesis regarding the impact of Western aid

agencies on their transition (see below)

We already know how

.

about the imposition of my research agenda.

I

I

felt

used the problem tree

because it has proven to me to be an excellent tool for looking at the
causes of people's problems.

I

felt that looking at the causes would

help the co - researchers formulate strategies to address some of
theirs' and their peers problems
'

,

and

told them that.

I

All of this,

however, was still my vision for their future.
I

a

asked that the co - researchers look at the problem trees and do

broad analysis of the issues and how many women shared similar

issues.

I

then asked them to pick one of the issues from the tree

they felt strongly about.

I

took them, as a group,

through a step-by-

step exercise which included finding the root causes of the problem by

my asking continually the question,

enough to address the next step.

"BUT WHY?" until we had dug deeply

They eventually had to decide what

would be the resources and the restraining forces helping or hindering
the process of addressing this issue.

I

explained that by looking at

resources and obstacles, our strategies and action plans are more
realistic.

The final step in the exercise was to come up with a

strategy for addressing each issue.
This task-oriented approach to the information is saturated with

Western notions of processes that produce knowledge.

First is the

idea that we, as individuals, have control over our own lives to the

extent that we can problem solve through strategies, such as writing a
letter to the government and expecting that this might bring a result.
In a transition to a democratic form of government, barely six months
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old at the time, was it perhaps a bit early to plant
self-reliant
seeds?

Also, after hearing about the thin line of survival
which they

claimed to be walking, would standing up to one's boss and
asking for
more training be realistic? I guess it was for this reason that
I

suggested the force field analysis as
on what might be possible.

I

a

method to do a reality check

would not be around to support them if

they chose to follow through on any of these strategies.

None of the co - researchers questioned my methods as non-viable.
As far as

I

could tell, they engaged fully in the exercise, had no

trouble understanding the procedure and even seemed to enjoy
themselves.

Of course,

I

didn't ask them their opinions about the

methods, there was still the glaring fact that they were being paid to
do this, not to mention what my position as an American academic might

have represented to them.
In retrospect, although this process may have introduced the co-

researachers to egalitarian systems of knowledge construction and
forced on them my vision of self-reliance,

I

am not sure my vision was

a true reflection of the freedoms or the lack of them,

that particular time in Cambodian society.

operating at

One would ask:

mean we don't offer them "the art of the possible"?

Does this

They had just

experienced a democratic election for the first time in their history
(they were a Buddhist monarchy prior to the Vietnam War, and a French

colony before that)

The dilemma which is illuminated here speaks of

.

the broader question of what exactly is our role in these kinds of

circumstances as change agents?
there even is one)

,

question further as

Before grappling with the answer (if

in the next two sections
I

will explore this

I

focus on two other frames which address

transition and change.

Gender Equality
I

had come into the research with some previously formulated

questions about the appropriateness of introducing outsider notions of
gender equality in the refugee camp setting.
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I

was interested in

if this issue would arise on its own with this group,
a conscious decision to not force it on them in any way.

when

I

added the question,

I

'

d made

However,

"what is the future for women in Cambodia?"

to the list of questions we would address with the interviewees,

I

was

certainly leading the co - researchers and the interviewees toward my
area of interest.

I

still considered it a fairly innocuous question.

And then there was the fact of choosing only women to do the research.

When did this occur naturally?

What issues were brought up without my

instigation?
There were two occasions when gender roles became

discussion.

a

focus of

First in the sharing about their lives in the camps:

C. After that I did another training this time about the
woman.
This trainer is a woman from Australia.
For six
weeks and we discuss about the women's problems and what
we can do.
Six women from KPDR and MHTH we talk about how
to help the woman.
The woman from Australia asked us to
go out into the camp and each of the six of us should
organize small support groups of women in the camps. We
told the Australian woman after we started the groups that
there is a problem with some of the women in the camps
joining these groups.
Some women cannot come because
their husbands punish them and this is the very women that
we would like to help.
When we go out in the camp in our
support groups to talk with the women, there are many
women that don't want to talk or even be in the groups,
either because they are being punished by their husbands
or they just don't feel comfortable about being in a group
Part of the reason is that the woman feels
like this.
obligated to the husband because of the gifts he gave her
So this is the normal life
parents when they got married.
to her so she doesn't want to criticize it and try to
figure out how to improve her life.
P. then asked "So this is the culture, the tradition, for
Khmer women?" The translator answered: "I don't think so.
We cannot say that this is the tradition that the man has
I think that some women say that
to do this to the woman.
They have to
as an excuse because they have no education.
They cannot separate from the
live with the husband.
husband because they can do nothing. They have no
They cannot
education and so they cannot get a j ob
That's why
support their children without their husband.
they stay with the husband."
.

continued: About 20% of the women in the camps who have
education, if they decided to leave their husband because he is
bad to her, because they have a job, they can divorce. These
women feel very confident about their lives because they have
Even if they don't have husband they still have a
education.
life and can support their children.
C.

This job I had in the camps and even now in Cambodia is so hard
because there are women that we talk to who we want to divorce
their husbands, but they are not educated or able to support
164

themselves.
With these women we have to try the good way, to
organize the women in the groups and discuss and find the
solution that can make her life better without having to divorce
her husband.
(Taped Transcript, Phnom Penh, Day 1)

On another occasion, during the processing of the problem tree,
as we dug at causes of the sub- issue:

Women may not be able to use

the skills they learned in the camps in Cambodia,

I

asked "why?"; here

is what unfolded:

Root Causes of the Sub- issue
1.

Women have no self-confidence.

P

Why?

:

2.

When we apply for a job we see many people in
front of us, both men and women, and we think
we have no chance; we feel hopeless.

P

Why?

:

3.

When we apply for a j ob it is the Khmer
culture that the woman cannot stand in line
with the men.
She has to separate herself.
In Khmer culture you are not allowed to be
pushed physically against the man in a line.

4.

Also, women have no confidence in Khmer
society because of lack of education.
Boys
have more rights than girls, and men have more
rights than women to get an education.

5.

Women don't speak up in meetings and if they
do the men won't listen to them.

P:

Why?

6.

Culture and tradition teach women to look low
on themselves.

P:

Why?

7.

Culture and tradition are based on the books
used in the schools and in the temple.

8.

These books were written by men.
the rules for the women.

Men wrote

When we got to the point of discovering that the books written
by the men centuries ago that describe the proper behavior of women

might not be true, one of the co - researchers said that she had first

discovered this when

a male

the camps and suggested it.

Cambodian- American teacher - trainer came to
I

then told them about an organization in

Thailand for Buddhist women which publishes
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a

newsletter with writings

by female Buddhist scholars from Thailand and Sri Lanka,
which

actually challenges the Pali Canon (the Buddhist bible) and other
stories written down by monks about women, including what are thought
to be the words of the Buddha,

who died 100 years before the first

written records of his teachings appeared.
We did not strategize action plans to address this issue.

However, the women all agreed, after a long discussion, that the way
to solve this problem is by improving the educational opportunities

for women and girls.

This is what my field notes say about that

event
We completed this process by my suggesting to them that
this is the reason for digging so deep into the causes of
an issue.
We often find out something pretty shocking
which may change the whole way we see our world. The
problem is once we open the can of worms where are the
support systems to reinforce it? That is why we are doing
the force field analysis and the strategizing the search
for solutions becomes your own.
(Field Notes, Battambang
Day 3
:

,

;

The next day I asked them if they'd had a chance to
consider what we had discovered the day before about
women's roles.
I apologized for being over-zealous about
the topic and they said it was no problem.
I then told
them that when I was a new student at UMASS I was very shy
and afraid to speak up.
This opened a floodgate of
similar stories about the first time they felt the
confidence to speak up in front of others.
(Field Notes,
Battambang Day 4)
I

have no idea what effect this discovery had on the women and

their consciousness.

masking my excitement.

When it came up,
When

I

I

admit

I

had

a

difficult time

apologized to them the following day,

they acted as if it was really of no great consequence and we simply

went on to the next topic.
Any other mention of women's roles was instigated by my
questions about the future of Cambodian women both when the co-

researchers shared with each other and when they interviewed their
peers.

Just for the record,

I

will set down here a few examples of

their responses (see also Chapter

5)

Women in Cambodia need to be strengthened, to be given
She needs skills in decision-making.
more confidence.
The women at the middle
This is at the grass roots level.
level, they still fear the Communist rule and she cannot
At this moment I don t think
speak out about her ideas
.
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the government accepts the woman as the leader.
We have a
Secretariat of Women's Affairs and it is headed by a man.
If we develop the rules of the government policy toward
women and teach our women and men how to negotiate with
each other then this is the most important thing.

To be a woman in Cambodia is worse than in the camps
I
have two children I have to look after.
I have to give
them education.
I feel so difficult.
Difficult with the
thinking, difficult with the work, difficult with
everything
.

'k'k'k

The Cambodian women can help themselves, they have skill,
knowledge and a lot of experience in their lives.
For my
future planning I want to raise animals like chicken, duck
and pig and to have a pond for raising fish.

To be the woman in Cambodia is not easy.
If this woman
doesn't want to study and she doesn't want to have a j ob
by herself, it is hard.
She cannot depend on her husband
all the time.
I think in this regard the Khmer woman has
improved a lot because more and more women do not have to
depend on her husband like before.

To be a woman in Cambodia is not an easy life.
When you
have enough you get married and you start to worry because
you are now a housewife.
The husband gives you his salary
for one month and you have to use your common sense to
know how to use this money. We worry maybe that in the
future, if you just spend and spend, you will have
Because I am a mother and wife, I think I can
nothing.
eat something, but I cannot.
I must save it for my
children.
I have to keep some money to buy good clothes
And when the children go to school
for them, to buy food.
you have to look after the house; cooking, cleaning,
picking up after the children. You have to get up early
in the morning to clean before you go to work.

My husband still doesn't have a j ob because some men from
My husband
the camps were soldiers and cannot get jobs.
feels that he doesn't like that I work and he must stay
I
home.
I explain to him that we have to work together.
said to him, sometimes I work and sometimes he works to
bring home money to support our family. He agreed. The
only problem is that my husband says that even if I have a
My husband
job, I still must look after our children.
thinks that the house work is still woman's work, so he
will not go to the market to buy food.

I
Another problem is that my office works until 5:30.
that
after
minutes
fifteen
or
ten
maybe
home
must arrive
or else my husband thinks that maybe I've gone out with
It is difficult to be at work
another man or something.
and worry about what the man thinks about you because you
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are out in the world.

woman

This is a change for the Khmer
***

think that being a woman, not just Khmer woman, but also
woman in the West, is very difficult. We are the ones
who have to be pregnant, to carry the baby.
On the other
hand, I think that the Khmer woman has it harder than the
Western woman because we have the Khmer traditions about
man's and woman's roles. We need to show respect to the
man and we cannot do anything we want to do.
In the past,
if the women wanted to study higher education, the parents
would not agree.
I am the lucky one compared to my two
sisters.
When my older sister wanted to go to school my
parents told her she had to get married. However, when
they told me I had to get married, I refused, and they
agreed.
When I want to go out with my friends, my parents
trust me because I have been responsible with my life.
It
is not very difficult for me to be a Khmer woman because I
can do what I want.
Other Khmer women do not have it so
easy
I

a

I have had a very difficult life because I was a child
when I got married. Now I have a j ob and my husband
doesn't have a job, and now I think about the money that
is spent on everything and my husband never cares about
it.
When the woman goes to work and the man stays home,
she still has to think about managing the money for the
family.
The husband never cares.
He only cooks rice and
looks after the children.

My husband doesn't like that I work and he stays at home.
He doesn't want anybody to
He wants to hide his face.
see.
It makes it more difficult for me because he doesn't
He wants me to buy
want to go to the market to buy food.
So I have to work in the office
things for him to eat.
He always
and then I have to run around to buy food.
My husband says
stays at home and I have to always work.
that if I don't go to the market to buy food then he won't
eat.
He gives the children a bath and puts clothes on
Still he will not go to
them and brings them to school.
He refuses to shop and he refuses to wash
the market.
clothes

When we were in the camps my husband had to work and
Now he has no job
together we looked after the children.
Besides, it doesn't
and it doesn't mean that he is bad.
So we stay
look good for the children to be divorced.
I love him because he is a good man and an
together.
honest man and he respects me.
To place a Western frame of analysis on this would be

contradictory to my intention here; however, one thing that can be

extrapolated is the truth of change.

My co - researcher friends were

definitely working with profound shifts in the roles of men and women
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within Cambodian society.

I

now know that the more

could have

I

avoided over- generalizing for them about its nature and
affect on
their lives, the better off the co-researchers would have
been

as they

found creative solutions for dealing with these role changes in
their
own way.
It calls into question what exactly is my role.

Western Dominating Knowledge
The quandary of the domination of the refugee camp setting by
the international refugee regime has been a primary focus of this

dissertation.

Preoccupation with the effect of this domination on the

co - researchers and their peers was also a part of my initial agenda

going into the research.

In the analysis,

degree to which as a concept,

it was

I

am concerned by the

imposed by me and/or arose in

their minds spontaneously from their own experience.
I

should distinguish for the reader the difference between the

manner of my imposition as a Westerner on the knowledge construction
in the research process as a whole,

and this sub- issue.

The former

concerns the fact that the theoretical roots of PR and its agenda of
intersubj ective communication, research methods, etc., are Western

concepts and the latter concerns the women's experience of the

imposition of Western knowledge while in the camps and in Cambodia.
It actually is the former's relationship with the latter which we will

now examine
My question prior to doing the research was:

What effect had

the introduction of Western systems of education, health,

organizational structure, and women's rights in the camps had on women
and families after reintegration into Cambodia?

Now,

I

never actually

came out and told the co - researchers that this was my question.

told them that

I

I

wanted to know about their education in the camps and

their lives in Cambodia and what affect one had on the other.

only remember one instance where
this onto the process.

I

I

can

may have imposed my ideas about

It was in Phnom Penh and the women were

working on the problem tree.

The issue that came up was:
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I

m afraid

that when the NGOs leave Cambodia my husband and
As we searched for root causes,

I

won't have a job."

the following arose (the second one

came after some of my own instigation)
4.

The international NGOs did not train the Khmer
people to continue their work after they leave
the country.

5.

The NGOs created Western- style institutions
and expect the Khmer to duplicate them both in
the camps and in Cambodia.

6.

The NGOs didn't contact the places where the
Khmer did social care:
the Wat (temple), the
Buddhist place.

The co - researchers in Phnom Penh did come up with the last one

themselves, however,

it was prompted by the one previous to it.

They

said they realized that before the civil war in Cambodia, they didn't
have organizations like NGOs.

Social welfare came from the Wats and

the Sangha (the community of monks, nuns and lay leaders).

They told

me that now the Wats and the Sangha are too poor to help the people

and because the NGOs are providing the funding, they want the

Cambodian people to do things in the foreigners' way, so they can
account for the money.
There is undoubtably a direct correlation between the choices
that were made by camp personnel on the Thai - Cambodian border about

training of refugees, and the impact these choices have had on their
The key issues found in the problem tree

job situation in Cambodia.

diagram (see Figure

1

in Chapter 6) clearly indicate this.

The report

that went out to the aid and development agencies, as my act of

reciprocity to the women (see Appendix)

,

also illuminated the fact

that Western dominating knowledge has been both a blessing and a curse
for at least this small group of Cambodian women and their families.
They, however, would never call it that.

They defined it for

themselves in their own way:
The life is better here than in the camps because I am
I plant vegetables and raise animals
working with an NGO
I am working with
so I can improve my living condition.
that
is
first
The
skills.
two
more
and I'm developing
I have been involved in translation and interpretation
And then the
from English and from Khmer to English.
Before I did
second skill is in community development.
.
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n °t use my English skill for translation.
I just listened
and understood for myself.
So this is good practice for
me.
First I faced anxiety when I had to translate,
but
now I love to do this.
I am also improving in the
society
process proj ect management, and knowing the problems
of
women and other people around the city and rural
areas
:

'k"k'k

that for most of the Cambodian women's returnees it
will be impossible to improve their knowledge, because the
training that they got from the camps they cannot use.

came back to Cambodia in 1992.
I am happy because I got
the same NGO as in the camps.
At the
first time I got $160 per month, but now I only get $80 a
month.
It's not enough money to feed my family.
Even
though I have less money to feed my family, I am more
comfortable here than in the camps
In the future
after
NGOs leave, if I can't find a job with the government, I
will do business with my husband.
I

a

job working with

.

,

All the skills that I have from the camps I cannot find a
job in Phnom Penh because the skills aren't useful.
I
worried one day my husband will get sick and then we will
have no money and no job to support our family.
I think
nearly all the families who have come back from the camps
have this problem.
I talk with all of them who are my
friends.
When we had UNTAC we have the money, but now
everybody has the same problem. We have no job. We have
no money.
I don't think the government today is happy to
employ us because when we go to them for work they tell us
"wait, wait we are trying to organize the new government."
But we don't believe that even with the new government
that we will get the jobs.
Even with all of the skills we
have from the camps, we have no opportunity to find the
work.

In the camps I had plenty of time to study and the
education there was free. Here people have to pay for an
education.
I think for that reason it was a positive
experience in the camp.
So it is very easy for me to come
But I think it is also good and bad.
back and find a job.
If I'd never gone to the camps maybe I'd have a house
today, but then again if I didn't go to the camps I
wouldn't have gotten an education and I wouldn't have a
good chance to get a j ob today.

I

think that the wide range of individual perspectives which the

co - researchers and their peers revealed to me on this issue would not

make a case for or against the impact of Western aid agencies on the

context of their situation in Cambodia as of early 1994.

The forms of

manifested power within the refugee setting are obviously highly
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complex.

It helps to reinforce the reasons why sweeping
policies and

programs for refugee women cannot account for the
complicated and
fluid force relations which make up their lives.
Regardless, the
purpose of this analysis was not to prove or disprove
my research
hypothesis.
It's purpose was to illuminate power in relationship
in a
particular context, and to demonstrate how a lack of awareness
of

these webs of influence can sabotage our well-meaning
intentions to do
good,

and to not cause harm.

Hopefully it broadened our

understandings of the strategies that each of the women in their own
unique way have evoked in order to survive, and those which we have

invented to help them.
In the next and final chapter,

I

will provide a summation of the

analysis and of the dissertation as a whole along with suggestions for
our work in the future
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CHAPTER

8

PRESENT MOMENT, ONLY MOMENT
The second precept. Do not think the knowledge
you presently possess is changeless absolute
truth.
Avoid being narrow-minded and bound to
present views. Learn and practice nonattachment to views in order to be open to
receive the others' viewpoints.
Truth is
found in life and not merely in conceptual
knowledge.
Be ready to learn throughout your
entire life and observe reality in yourself
and the world at all times.

All that has come before are simply words explaining
a journey.
I

am only attached to them insofar as they are meant to
instruct and

at times admonish our systems of thought.

My concern lies in our

methods -how the ways in which dominating knowledge manifests may
prevent others from living their unique and diverse existences.
not,

however,

I

do

critique in order to provoke resentment or

defensiveness, for

I

others to reflect on.

myself am an accessory to whatever

have asked

I

The path of "participation" is unequivocally an

important one in the field of development and research.
meant to discourage its use.

I

I

have not

have only intended that we examine

thoroughly our attitude and our methods in its implementation.
policies and programs which use participation as

a

The

way to manage

diversity and to administer large numbers of people, as is the case in
refugee situations, have been the macro- targets of the critique.
However,

it is also those of us who actually are called upon to carry

out these policies to which the dissertation is aimed.

We are the

ones who meet the people, love them or hate them, listen to them or
tell them what to do.
It is a delicate situation- -one that calls for sustaining a

vibrant moral engagement with others.

For me,

cultivation of a compassionate heart.

My Buddhist teachers tell me

it has meant the

that the warm heart of "bodhicitta" is already here,

each and everyone of us.
goodness.

inside me, and

It means we all already possess inherent

The essence of the compassionate heart and its volition are
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not separate.

If this is so,

then what is the need for a critique.

If we all have hearts full of gentle wisdom from
which our actions

flow,

then we can also believe that knowledge circulates
without a
position of domination; that knowledge and the power it can
bring is
free and available to all.

That would be nice; however,

certain willingness to be in touch with "bodhicitta
is

interested or ready.

Some,

things because we are afraid

spot might mean:

-

it takes a

and not everyone

,

"

including myself, often need to control

afraid of what uncovering this soft

vulnerability.

To be exposed to another person's

belief system dramatically different from my own, while being in a

position of educator, often means letting go of something, some sense
of a solid immovable self and the sense of identity which defines my

reason for being.

To be exposed and deprived of our identity leaves

us very vulnerable.

It also may mean holding on to something

trust that communication can happen.

enough for a question to arise

the

It may mean listening long

for someone to actually seek my help,

-

rather than having to have all the answers ahead of time.
I

-

need to learn the most about.

That's what

Engaging in this research process and

then sharing it with others has been

a

profound teaching for me.

Reactions to the Process of Analysis

Anthropologist Arturo Escobar (1995,

p.

212) says that we should

analyze our data (in my case a process ) according to its political
consequences, making the "crafting of subjectivities, the shaping of
culture, and the construction of social power" transparent.

My intent

in the analysis was to present "social actors in context" in order to

illustrate the contradictory nature of this kind of work.

I

wanted to

show how our ideals get compromised (or is it tempered) by the reality
of people's lives and most importantly how unchaste even the

negotiation of meaning can be.

I

have spoken of theory-building as a

possible method several times in the dissertation.

I

am somewhat

skeptical about the possibility of it becoming another kind of agenda
to impose.

However,

the co - researchers showed me how to build theory
174

about "participation" when they refused to
take ownership of the
outcome of the research.
I send grateful thanks to them it was a
high point of the research learning process.

There were some other important understandings as
well:
*

I

discovered that knowing how the co-

researchers prefer to do research, and

honoring that, is extremely important and tied
directly to the validity of the results.
*

I

found out how important reciprocation in

research is
*

1

discovered that having an agenda of social

justice (even without an emancipatory intent),

whether its goal

is

to expose my own

complicity in dominating Western knowledge, or
in holding a vision of fostering the ability

of people to help themselves, still requires a

vigilant self-awareness

-

an awareness of

purpose, position, and power.
*

And finally,

I

learned that participatory

methods are linked to a pre -conceived notion
of democracy and democratic ideals.

Having

these ideals, a vision if you will, while at
the same time honoring diversity,
I

is

something

would like to continue to learn about.

Here were some other revelations:
The analysis has shown just how exceedingly difficult it was for
me to enter into this cirucumstance without taking over.

My funding

source, my time line, my academic position, my history, my skin color

proceeded me.

Isn't the same true in the refugee camp?

Does the need

of states to resolve refugee situations quickly and efficiently, and
the pressures on the UNHCR to make sure that dependency is avoided

through self-help programs based on Western ideas of gender and
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modernization, override any hope of removing
the "management culture"?
How could any preconceived set of techniques
not have some

manipulative undercurrent?
then are we left with?

After all, who has created them?

What

Is it possible that what

I am recommending is
that we abandon our roles as refugee workers
altogether.
Not quite,
but the alternative is not an easy one.

Ideas for the Present

The ongoing work,

it seems,

is with the target levels of the

critique in the dissertation: the service providers and the policy
makers.

Whenever possible, the role of the service provider should be

to get out of the way

,

to allow for channels of refugee community

interests and the distinct needs of refugee families, to emerge.
is then that we offer technical assistance,
Is

It

if asked.

there a form of training in which refugee service providers

can learn about letting go and connecting with their compassionate

hearts?

Chances are they may have already done this work for

themselves.

If not,

I'd be happy to do it with them.

Don't we teach

what we most need to learn?
On the practical side, we all must keep our jobs.

We are

answerable to the administrators of the organizations for whom we
work.

We need to continue to encourage policy makers to create forums

for refugees and service providers to carry messages which expose

dominating knowledge at the micro level; to illuminate why it

is

necessary to discourage Western agendas which undermine diversity.

We

must be very careful, however, not to turn the exposure of power
issues into another platform, an agenda to justify our existence.

The

content of these issues, ultimately should arise from and be defined
by the refugees themselves.

Participatory research may be
we must be careful.

I

a tool

in this endeavor.

However,

chose to do participatory research with a group

of women returnees in order to assist them in their transition.

My

agenda to expose issues of power (Western dominating knowledge) in the
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refugee setting was eventually abandoned because
it was antithetical
to mutual knowledge building.
The basis for the analysis became an
afterthought of the process itself; the fulfillment
of an academic
requirement.
The whole endeavor would not have emerged at
all unless
I had planned it and paid the co researchers to participate.
What
might be an alternative to this imposition of participatory
research?
Would communities coming together in order to mutually build
knowledge
still be motivated by our Western ideals?
It seems that social justice then must become an
abandonment of

our ideals.

As far as

road toward this

can tell, the Third World feminists are on

I

a

so are the post-modern and post - structural

feminists and those practitioners of participatory research who have

abandoned the ideals of the Enlightenment in favor of a foundation of
difference.

I

embrace their efforts in the facilitatation of men and

women as they come to their own truths about change

-

as they make

sense of change within their own frames of meaning -accommodating

their creative impulses, supporting them.

There are actually examples

of this happening, and they can be found in the case studies in the

literature on refugee women.

Here are a few examples, as reported by

the service providers who facilitated them.

The UNHCR- -Of f ice of the Senior Coordinator of Refugee Women-

have published field accounts of refugee women's endeavors.

The

following story is about single heads of households in the Rwandan
camps for the "displaced"

Rwandan women are deeply aware of the need to build
bridges for communication for reconciliation.
In a
demonstration of their commitment to a peace process and
reconstruction, many women from various camps and from the
two warring factions came together in a cross- border
meeting organized by them with the explicit purpose of
uniting refugee women (1995, p. 17).
In Accra, Ghana,

the association of Liberian Refugee Women

launched an appeal to the warlords during

a peace

conference at

Akosombo to encourage their leaders to explore meaningful ways of
achieving peace
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During the emergency phase of refugee relief in the Rwandan
camps in Tanzania, Redd Barnen service providers spoke of
gathering

groups of women alone away from men and how they began to speak up
about their own needs:
It became obvious that they felt that the male leaders
were representing them poorly - giving the women little
opportunity to bring their priorities foward.
Women
started separate groups to respond to the issues according
to their tradition and experience, and to build from there
(Radda Barnen, 1995, p. 18).
Cline Cole (1990)
in her research on nine American
.

.

.

,

International NGOs

,

found that the most successful work with women

came when they funded local NGOs.

In the Sudan,

for example,

the

Sudan churches or the Islamic Arabic Relief Organization or the Sudan

Red Cross all play a useful role in letting the American agency know
the correct thinking to follow when it comes to issues of diversity.

One agency offical put it this way:

Very often it's these local NGOs that have the ideas and
we provide the resources.
They have the ideas for
particular projects and what should be done in particular
communities.
Our role is to support their ideas.
Our
role is not to bring in our own ideas, but to support
local ideas.
(p. 181)
Many agencies consider making use of local groups as avenues for

facilitating women's clubs and savings groups from which cooperative
ventures spring:
In Senegal we work with an umbrella organization called
Basically what it means is .that it's an umbrella
the EGA.
organization of rural associations. We work directly with
the head of that EGA - a man- but he has beneath him
dozens and dozens of sub-groups - groups that are based on
a series of villages - all the way to the village level.
There is constant input from the people that are
benefitting because those women come to the headquarters
and say, for example, "listen why are you telling us we
should be planting mangoes - -what we should be planting are
yams from which we will have growth each season and so
much more money."
(p. 180)

As interviews were carried out with agency staff members, Cline

Cole learned that some of the agencies seek closer ties with the

refugees and the host governments as well as with women's committees.

And from such strategies we learn that
some of our projects were implemented at that local level
where the money was directed to the refugee women
themselves - the projects were implemented by the people
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them se lv es

.

The projects were the people themselves.

(p.

Another agency representative also stressed similar sentiments:
If you are good at your work, you get them involved at
the
beginning.
But it s not getting them involved - they ere
the project.
They come to you and basically what you are
is someone who provides some technical assistance and
funding.
And really, it's the other way- -it's them
getting you involved- - and if they are not involved in the
whole creation of the proj ect- - then you find that you will
lose the experience they can provide, the labor they can
invest, and their time as well.
It's only when things
happen in this way then we have a successful project.

The Myth of Freedom 1
As has become clear in this dissertation, crossing cultural

horizons with people and the exposure of power is ultimately a matter
of morality and ethics.

Social scientists provide critiques of

society and educators give us methods to correct them.

Philosophers,

however, have helped me see the bigger picture, a mirror for my
actions, a spacious view in order to reflect.

The Western

philosophers who have addressed our work across cultures all seem
caught in the limitations of language; they are prisoners to dualism.
Even those who have come to see the self and other in a dialectical

relationship have not been able help me --to teach me "how to grow the
arm to reach out to suffering."
Social scientist Peter Park mentioned previously that our new
age makes it difficult to ground oneself.

teachers, Choyum Trungpa, once said,

good news."

One of my Buddhist

"chaos should be regarded as very
it may be better

In working with the suffering of others,

not to have the ground under our feet.

Some solid notion of a

permanent state of grace or happiness or freedom may be an illusion
a myth.

-

As we seek to help others achieve "it," then whose state of

happiness would this be; whose oppression

is

this?

Instead, our ways

of working with others may require our cultivating the skill to face

This term came from a book by Tibetan Rinpoche
of the same name.
1
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,

Choyum Trungpa

the

'suchness' of things- the pain and the pleasure -without
aversion or
attraction.
In this way, even our vision is part of that suchness.

However, instead of clinging, the vision becomes just another
state of
mind - a powerful one, so it requires more attention perhaps.
We

learn how to just be there with all states of mind in a dance of

curiosity and a willingness to explore.

Not pushing one away in favor

of the other, but acknowledging whatever arises.
the condition in which we find ourselves,

notion of "us" and "them":

If groundlessness is

then it helps us drop the

they are oppressed and

I

am not.

way we cultivate compassion, the ability to "suffer with."
of compassion, notions of "I" and "other" disappear.

vision of freedom for all beings

In this
In a state

In this way our

is not a myth- -we embody it.

This too can become a vision to impose on others.

However,

contained within it's tenets is the ability to let the vision go.
ability to let go implies and requires discipline.
practice letting go

I

need a form.

The form that

The

In order to
I

use is Buddhist

meditation- -many have found other ways --the goal is the same.
The late Yasutani Hakuin Roshi, a contemporary Zen Master who

founded an order of Buddhist lay practice, said:

"the fundamental

delusion of humanity is to suppose that you are out there and
here."

I

Dogen Zenji, the famous Zen Master of 14th Century Japan

reiterates this:
Each being confirms my self -nature, but if I seek to
That the self
control the other I fall into delusion.
advances and confirms the myriad things is called
That the myriad things advance and confirm the
delusion.
(as translated by Aitken, 1988)
self is enlightenment.

180

am in

APPENDIX
THE CO-RESEARCHERS

'

1

REPORT

It should be noted that in the dissertation I called the returnee
women "co-researchers." In the report, they are referred to as
"research collaborators."
x
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RETURNING: ISSUES OF REINTEGRATION
THE VOICES OF KHMER WOMEN AND THEIR FAMILIES

Thirty- five Women Returnees
compiled with a preface by:
Phyllis Robinson
Center for International Education
Research funded in part by York University
Center for Refugee Studies
Toronto
October 20, 1994
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PREFACE

This _reporc_ contains the voices of thirty- five women
who
with their families to Cambodia after over a decade ofhave
living
in camps on the Thai - Cambodian border. The preface, the
organization
of the data, and a few suggestions during dialogues were
written
compiled by an American female academic. I'd promised these women and
whom I worked that I would tell the outside world, especially the with
aid
and development agencies, about their lives and their problems
concerning reintegration.
^
returned
.

Ten women returnees were chosen as research collaborators. We
gathered in two separate locations in Cambodia between January and
March of 1994. All of the women involved in the research had been in
Cambodia less than one year. Three women formed the first group from
Phnom Penh and the second group from Battambang were seven in number.
The ten collaborators were paid to interview at least two other women
returnee friends or peers. The collaborators also shared their own
refugee/reintegration stories with each other. I myself interviewed
several returnee women and their voice is integrated into the text.
Both the collaborators stories and those they interviewed were audio
taped. This report contains excerpts from the stories of thirty- five
women from the taped transcripts.
The initial 10 women were chosen by me after being referred by
an international or local aid/development agency or by friends who
knew women returnees. The remaining women, those the collaborators
interviewed, were to be preferably their close friends.
As the research facilitator and the author of this report, I
think it is ethical to reveal to the reader, as I did with the
collaborators, and they to the women they interviewed, some of my own
purposes for doing this research:

Besides being women and returning refugees, I'd picked these
particular women because they all have something in common: they had
received skill - training and education on the border. My doctoral
research is focused on programmatic issues for women refugees. I am
attempting to shed light on what effect special programming for women
refugees designed to address societal gender inequities, has had on
women after reintegration.
I distinguish this type of programming as
that which intentionally encourages women to step out of their
traditional roles within the society. It is acknowledged that the
refugee situation forces women to take on non- traditional roles. My
own research surrounds factors which aid or development agency program
planners and/or service providers should consider when viewing the
refugee setting as a "window of opportunity" to address gender
inequities. In particular, what effect this may have on the refugee
woman after reintegration.

Although my agenda for the research was clearly to help the
"outsider" with programmatic aspects of refugee assistance, I
considered it secondary to participatory engagement with the returnee
women. I have found through my own experience that bi-cultural
collaboration in research allows for optimal use of intellectual
resources and helps to redistribute the power of access to information
and the tools of inquiry.
Frequently during the sharing experience with the women in
Cambodia I was faced with putting my own research agenda aside in
order to allow the truth of their lives to emerge. The pressure to
generalize about the information for the sake of other refugee
settings eventually was outweighed by the need to work contextually,
and with a participatory methodology (allowing transfer of ownership
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of the research to this small group of women with whom
depth)

I

worked in

A integral part of our process together was identifying what
they are doing or plan to do about the issues that arose.
After
telling their stories and interviewing others we problematized around
those issues which they singled out as key. We created problem trees
(see figures A. and B. pp
15-16), tried to discover causes to a few
of the major problems and came up with strategies or action plans,
some of which were within their ability to accomplish themselves .’ One
of the plans was for me to write this report. This brings up an issue
of concern for me.
.

In my opinion, this report is also about the power issues around
"voice". Who hears it: who will or can hear it.
The women who have
encouraged me to write this report are convinced that if they wrote it
themselves that it wouldn't be heard.
Reasons abound, the most
obvious is English language skill. I believe it goes deeper. I've been
trained to use my language to persuade and to acquire funding for
services. I'm an American female, a community development project
coordinator, a grant writer and a doctoral student. See, by my telling
you my credentials you may already have an attitude about the validity
of my voice.
So what is "voice power"?
For me it is the power to change my
world if I feel that my needs those of my family and/or my community
aren't being met. It's the power to know what channels are open to me
in order to get these needs met. It is the power to know that if my
needs aren't being met that some of the power to get them met actually
lies inside of me and that if I don't currently have the skills to
make that change that I go out and get them.
I use my "voice" to get
them
,

What happens, however, if I have a history of having my public
voice crushed, either because I'm from a politically volatile country
or because I am female? Perhaps the power of my voice is heard in the
family, but not in the workplace or in the public forum because it is
culturally inappropriate.
I'm not from a politically volatile country. I'm not a Khmer
woman nor do I fully comprehend what is appropriate, culturally, for
Khmer women. I've been told that it is not proper for a Khmer woman to
be too aggressive or to speak out in groups.
I'm being asked to speak for a group of Khmer women because I
can and don't get me wrong, I love to use my language to help others.
I also respect a people's cultural mores even if they are antithetical
The dilemma is how to share what took place
to my own belief system.
without my own Western liberated female bias getting in the way.
In the reporting of this information to the outside world, I
will try to allow the women's voices to be heard, keeping my own
analysis to a minimum. Hopefully, this will be the last of my fancy
words and the beginning of theirs.

The following information was recorded during one-on-one
interviews with the collaborators prior to our work together.
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THE RESEARCH COLLABORATORS 2
I am age 40, married, and have three children.
My husband is
currently unemployed (he was a school teacher in the camps)
I
graduated from high school before the Pol Pot time and lived in Site
Two south from 1980-1992. My education in the camps included
4 years
of mental health (counselling) training.
I was a caseworker, did
survey work in mental health and now have a ob with a newly’ formed
j
local NGO as counselor/social worker.

C:

.

I am age 41, married and my husband is unemployed. He was a
soldier
in the camps. I have two children: 1 daughter age 8, 1 son age 7. I
lived in Ritysen camp since 1981. The # of years I spent in the camps
is 11. I returned to Cambodia in August 1992. I attended primary
school for 5 years during Sihanouk's time. Just before coming to the
camps I became a group leader in a village in Takeo province. My
education in the camps included:
three months as researcher/social
worker, three months with a Khmer -American in research/social work,
and six weeks of training with the director of the
in women's’
leadership. My jobs in the camps were: five years with the
assistant to the director as group leader during which I did home
visits to elderly, widows, handicapped, orphans and poor families. I
also did research/surveys in family problems in camps for both
visitors to the camp and insiders as well. My current job is as a
caseworker for a local social service NGO which grew out of an
International agency. Since returning to Cambodia I've been sent to
the Philippines for two weeks to learn about street children and also
took a 3-day workshop in social service with an NGO women's group.

S.

,

I am aged 28, married with no children.
My husband is employed by
an NGO in Phnom Penh. I graduated grade 7 under the Hun Sen government
and went to the camps in 1984. I continued my education in the camps
with a tutor in English and Thai language and at the Faculty for
Advanced Education. At first it was difficult for me to study in the
camps because the Thai soldiers were always bothering me when I was
away from my parents. That is why I was tutored at home. I worked for
a German run public health agency for one year, as librarian for four
years, and later studied computer for 6 months in Thailand. Just
before repatriation, I received training in human rights. Upon
returning to Cambodia I worked for UNTAC as a secretary. I am
currently unemployed, but doing work for my husband and I at home.

T.

am aged 25, married, with one child age 2. I finished high school
I spent six years in Ampil camp from 1981-86 and then 4
for
From 1986-87 I was a nurse in
I Dong camp.
From 1988-89, I received training as a midwife, practicing while I
trained in the hospital. I then worked for 6 months as a midwife for --. I was a nurse/midwife after that for two years. One and a half
months after returning to Cambodia I got a job with an international
NGO. I speak and write and read English. At first I did survey work
for this agency in the returnee villages. Now I work full time as a
secretary, translator and computer operator.
B.

I

in Ampil camp.
years in Khao

.

I am 30 years old, married with a son 18 months and a daughter 8
years. My husband works, but I don't. We'd lived in the camps from
1981 until 1993. Before coming to the camps and before the Pol Pot
time, I studied in primary school from 1970-75. From 1980-81 I studied
English in Phnom Penh. After going to the camps I received no further
education. The training I got was from a Christian organization and I

M.

The real names of the women are not given, nor are the agencies
with whom they worked.
2

.
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learned in church about the bible. I also did some translation work
for the Thai Red Cross from 1983-89. From 1989-93 I counselled
women
in the camps about Jesus. Now I have no job except a mother and
housewife. I live in my sister's home.
.

I am 42. I ammarried. My husband was a military officer
and a spy
while we were living in the camps Now he stays home with the
children. I have four children, ages: 12,11,9', 1. I had other children
but they died during the Pol Pot time. I went to primary school in
Svay Riem before the Pol Pot time. In the camps I received four years
of women's leadership training and three years of training in first
aid with the Red Cross.
We lived in the camps from 1982-93. During
that time I worked with my husband in the camp administration. We were
group leaders working with new arrivals. Later I interviewed
returnees, registering them and changing their rice ration cards for
repatriation. I returned to Battambang in 1993 and now have a job as a
community development worker for the --.

MM.

.

D. I am 31 years old. I am single with no children. I lived in Site
Two camp from 1984 to 1992. I attended secondary school in Cambodia
before the Pol Pot regime from 1973-1975. I also continued my
secondary school education in the camps from 1980-83 and took a
private English course as well. While in Site Two, I had several
trainings in midwifery and to be a medical assistant. I was a student
in the delivery room combining training and practice for 4 months. I
received a midwife certificate from
in 1992 and a medical
assistant certificate from
in 1990. I had a total training and
practice time in this profession of six years. Upon returning to
Battambang I was hired by UNTAC as a translator. I then received
training in Community Development from
and have a j ob with them
since June 1993 as a Community Development worker.
I am single and forty years old.
I lived in the camps for eleven
years, returning to live in Battambang on March 22, 1992. I have had
some education in Cambodia before the war. I was a student of pharmacy
at Phnom Penh University. I attended this university for three years
but never graduated. When in the camps, at first from 1986-88, I was
an assistant in the Khmer administration. Later I worked for UNBRO
Educational team advisory committee. I received extra rice rations and
canned fish each week for my work. I did receive some training by
I attended a management class, a curriculum development class, and a
methodology of psychology class. Since returning to Cambodia I now
work for
as a community development worker in six different

N.

.

villages
S.S. I was married in the camps, but my husband now lives in Canada. I
I am 33 and
have one child by him and she is eight years old.
I lived in Site Two camp from 1981-1993.
consider myself divorced.
Before going to the camps I used to have a small business selling
I was head of our household with my sick mother
clothes and drinks.
at that time. I attended two years of secondary school before the Pol
Pot time. When I first arrived in the camps I learned English and
as a
continued to learn English through 1985. I went to work for
post-natal caseworker for 1.5 years. I then went for training for the
methodology and pedagogy of psychology to become a teacher. In 1984, I
became a teacher for the first grade of primary school. I then taught
in the methodology of teaching
grade three. In 1986, I trained with
training of teachers sponsored
a
attended
1987-89
I
From
for 8 months.
by UNBRO in Thailand specializing in Khmer language. We visited a
teacher training college while in Thailand. At the UNBRO teacher
training center, I worked for one year and then returned to my old
job in Site Two in the primary school, this time working for the
principal. I attended another teacher training in Singapore for three
months from September to December 1992. Since returning to Cambodia
I am a trainer. I train
now work in Battambang city for an NGO
.

,
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Khmer people in self-confidence, problem solving, decision-making
6
community development.

and

I am married with grown children.
I was a school teacher in
Battambang before the Pol Pot time. When I arrived on the border
in
1979, I saw the need to help the woman. I started my own agency that
lasted until 1992. I set up a social service agency and a teacher
training agency. I also was the secretary for the administration and
eventually was the only woman on the Executive Committee of the camp
administration. Myself, I got my education in 1984 when we moved from
Don §
Site Two and the shelling and fighting had calmed down
t*
l°i
I help set up a University and studied public administrative
law. I
got my diploma after 3 years
I am now the lead trainer for a local
NGO outside of Phnom Penh.

Y.

.

H. I am not a returnee, but I participated in this research work
because I want to learn about research for my current job with an
American NGO. I work in the street children's center. I have had two
husbands. I lost my first husband under Pol Pot. I had two children
with my first husband. I am now 46 years old and have a 2nd husband.
His wife died under Pol Pot. He had six children with her and now we
have one together.
Before the Pol Pot regime I had five years of
secondary school. I then trained as a midwife for three years in a
school associated with a hospital. I also practiced delivering babies
at this time. After that I worked for the government. I was given a
certificate by the Ministry of Health as a midwife. I was a midwife in
the hospital and also in women's homes. In 1968, my salary as a
midwife was 700R = $100 U.S. per month. During the Lon Nol government
it was 4000R = $40 per month. During the Pol Pot time, I was a farmer
and helped women with their deliveries and but received no pay. Now I
make 30 000R per month = $15 U.S. I never left Battambang since I was
born. I am now a social worker with the street children. I work for -,

In my hotel room in Phnom Penh and again in Battambang we
gathered together in private for one and a half days Through a woman
translator, who spoke into a tape recorder in English,
I asked the
following broad questions:
.

1.

What was it like in the camps?

2.

What were the good and bad parts about your training and
education in the camps?

3.

What had been the good and bad things since you've returned to
Cambodia? And

4.

What will the future be like for Cambodian women?

During this initial sharing time, the women also asked a variety of
questions of each other:
1.

When you lived in the camps what job did you do and here what
job do you do?

2.

If you have some training in the camps who would you take the
training experience to in order to find a j ob in Cambodia?

3.

When the NGOs leave Cambodia could you find
government?
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Of the different kinds of problems
you had in the camns
P
have now, what have you learned from
the experience?
How has it
affected you and your living here now?

.

5.
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the camps?
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SHARING STORIES OF FLIGHT AND THE EARLY CAMP
EXPERIENCE

A that t me in 1979 after the Pol Pot soldiers
^
deserted us and
5
the tVietnamese
invaded, my husband was so sick with malaria
We
C
d
lea
mountains and §°
the Prasat province. So
we d?d
eK
did fM
this but on the
way we came to the Vietnamese soldier check
lnt n the r
d
hey
told this is their territory and we cannot
°^
.P
T7
-J
stay there.
We decide
we are so sick and tired we don't care if we
die
there we just don t have any energy to move.
7

-

-

^

_

^

’

t

kk'k

My sister

ave me one "G" of gold and I decided to go by myself
It is very dangerous to go by myself, I know
I
don t even know how to get there. I just ask the truck to
drive me to
Swai Sisophon I get in the truck and I was crying. I was
alone.
§
to .U
the Ritysen camp.
.

.

It, is 2 a.m. and someone said this is the place where the
Thai
authorities said we can stay. My oldest daughter's feet are all
swollen and bloody. It is very difficult for us at that time.

In 1984, there was fighting in the camps and I'm so afraid at
that time for my home and my child.
We escaped with only one pot and
a little bit of my rice. This unexpected thing that happened forced us
to leave in such a hurry my husband could not even remember his shoes.
For me I only have time to grab my own shoes and run away.

The Thai soldiers went to one house at a time to check what we
have in the house. At night, the soldiers came to the house,
rape
the women and take all the things We are very angry at the Thai
soldiers at this time. It feels like we are slaves, they just come and
if you wear a watch at night they just come and take anything nice. We
feel that we cannot let them get away with this.
.

Because of the fighting with the Vietnamese, the men stayed in
one camp and the women in another. I had very bad luck because even
though I escaped from one camp to the other, I had no relatives and I
am pregnant with my second child.
My husband was then in the Ritysen
camp leaving me with my one eight year old child. He was not there
with me to have my baby.

In the camp, only the woman can receive the rice from the
organization. I receive 7 kg for two weeks. Not enough for my family.
I always mix the fish chang with the sugar and salt and spices to make
food and we eat like this for four or five years until 1984.
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Because I stayed with one family that is very poor
I went to
the camp leader and he gave me a ration card. For two
people thev Rave
us only 7kg of rice per week. So we decided to make a
business We
went to the Thai border to buy some vegetables and meat and
carrv it
my sac to the camp to make a business. This is a very difficult
time for us because we still do not have enough to eat and
my husband
and I must sleep outside under the part of this family's house
that
hangs over.

m

A--A-A

Life is so hard in the camp but we cannot go back to into
Cambodia because the police know who d left and they will arrest them.
We must go outside of the camp at night to get the food to survive or
we will die. So we must take the chance even though it is very
dangerous. My husband once met the Thai soldier and the soldier hit
him and almost killed him and told him he must not go out of the camp
^
'

again.

When I arrived on the border in 1979, I never dreamed there
would be so many people there. There is disorder. No one was taking
care of each other. If they had a problem they had to solve it by
themselves. It seemed to me if we let them be like this they would
live like the animals in the forest. I spoke to the Khmer person in
charge and suggested that we group the people so we can do the needs
assessment. I grouped the women first. We needed to get them the rice
from the UN. I saw that the man takes the whole bag because he can
carry it. But he just runs away and he won't share with the woman and
children. Sometime she stands for one day and she gets nothing. At
that time I was secretary of the administration and I told the
administrator we have to provide the rice to groups of women and
children. He agreed that this was a good idea. And we succeeded at
this by 1980.

MENTAL HEALTH: FEELING READY TO WORK IN THE CAMPS
You want to know how I got to the point in my life to feel
stable enough to help the others with their problems. It is at the
time when I have enough food and a house and my life is more stable. I
also have three children, and my husband came from Ritysen camp to be
with us and that helped my mental health.
A dialogue ....
C: Then I did training in Thailand to help with my mental health job.
The people who ran the training said that usually the people in
refugee camps more than half have the mental problem. But with the
survey they found that most of the Khmer people in the border camps
don't have the mental problem. They say it is because of living under
the Pol Pot time. They are used to living in hard conditions.

It is true. Under Pol Pot they
(the translator/a non- returnee )
make our life so tough. When I came back to PP I can do so many
I ride a bicycle, carry water, and eat only 2 meals per day.
things.
I get strong, so strong. I realize that because of Pol Pot I can do so
many things.

M:

went to
I disagree. The Pol Pot time was so difficult and then we
the camp and we meet the difficult life again. I feel because of this
my mental health is not so good. I get weak even now. Not enough food
C:
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and so much worry has made my mind weak. My understanding
is low and
my memory is bad. My mind is not normal. Even now my mind
is weak
Sometimes I say something and I forget so quickly."

After I am
husband needs to
money for him to
I was doing with

in the camps for a few years, I decide that my
study. So I sell small cakes in the camps to get the
take a class. The Khmer Women's Association saw what
my small business and decide that I am strong to do
this. So, in 1982, the KWA interviewed me and decided that I can work
for them. In 1987, they put me in charge of twenty women to become
group leader for them. Then when it came time to go to repatriation
because of my experience with the KWA I can get a ob with --- to help
j
with the placement of EVI (Extremely Vulnerable Individuals)
in
Cambodia.
.

Under the Hun Sen government I passed grade 7 of the lower
secondary school. So I applied for a job in Site Two. I got a job with
a public health agency from Germany. So I worked for the public
health I looked after the people who were sick. We would go and visit
the people one-by-one in their home and then go back to the office and
tell them about the sick people.
,

So after working for that organization for one year I feel like
would like to study so I resign. Its not that I didn't like the job
its just that I go out into the camps all the time and the Thai
soldiers always follow.
The women in the camps have many problems. There is the woman that has
many children and a husband who always separates from her and never
wants to stay with her. After our group helped this one woman and she
got a business and has fun by making a living, this woman's husband
wants to come back and live with her.
I

Before the Pol Pot regime I used to be a student and before 1988
I studied English when I am with my husband. This
experience helped me with my new job. Learning English during my time
in the camp also helped me with my own mental health.
in the camps

RELATIONSHIPS WITH WESTERNERS
The reason why I'd like to work with the foreigners is that I
want to increase my knowledge of administrative affairs, community
development, management and language. This is what attracts me to work
with them.

After I worked at the library in the camp for one year, I felt
bored. We discussed this with the Australian woman who works with us.
She suggested maybe we can start a woman's support group. We organized
this and we talked about what we would like to do with our lives and
we discussed it together. We exchanged our experiences with the
western women. We talked about what the Khmer woman would like to do
and what the western woman would like to do. It was a very happy time.
We learned a lot from each other.
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0ver 6. weeks Mr. S decides from our research and
and
K1
problem
solving who is best and who is better and who iswork
ok and they
he took all of this information for the survey back
to
said he would make up a certificates for us but now I the U S He
still wait and
I ve never gotten the certificate.
***
In 1990 I started working in the camps as a researcher
for the mental health research team of Dr.--- and
When I go to do
the research it is not easy for me because I am a new staff
person. I
have no experience so the people explained to me what it is that
I am
to do. At that point I went to a training for three days.
After
training I went and collected all the research and I give the reports
We did this for six weeks. Dr.
took all the research that
we did back to the U.S.A. I never learned about the results.
---

.

A DIALOGUE.

.

After that I did another training this time about the woman. This
trainer is a woman from Australia. For six weeks we discussed about
the women's problems and what we can do. Six women from
and
we talk about how to help the woman. The woman from Australia asked us
to go out into the camp and each of the six of us should organize
small support groups of women in the camps. We told the Australian
woman after we started the groups that there is a problem with some of
the women in the camps joining these groups. Some women cannot come
because their husbands punish them and this is the very women that we
would like to help.
C:

When we go out in the camp in our support groups to talk with
the women. There are many women that don't want to talk or even be in
the groups either because they are being punished by their husbands or
they just don't feel comfortable about being in a group like this.
Part of the reason is that the woman feels obligated to the husband
because of the gifts he gave her parents when they got married. So
this is the normal life to her so she doesn't want to criticize it and
try to figure out how to improve her life.
P:

So this is the cultural tradition for Khmer women?

(the translator/non-returnee) I don't think so. We cannot say that
this is the tradition that the man has to do this to the woman. I
think that some women say that as an excuse because they have no
education. They have to live with the husband. They cannot separate
from the husband because they can do nothing. They have no education
and so they cannot get a job. They cannot support their children
without their husband. That's why they stay with the husband.
M:

Only about 20% of the women in the camps have education. If they
decided to leave their husbands because they are bad to them, if they
have a job, they can divorce. These women feel very confident about
their lives because they have education. Even if they don't have
husbands they still have a life and can support their children.
C:

This job I had in the camps and even now in Cambodia is so hard
because there are women that we talk to who we want to divorce their
husbands but they are not educated or able to support themselves. With
these women we have to try the good way, to organize the women in the
groups and discuss and find the solution that can make her life better
without having to divorce her husband.
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86
I re eived the management and
community development
^
ratning I?
from a T7
Western
agency. I asked the administration if I could
teach the other camp leaders about what I learned.
They said yes. Mv
class was all men. I had 200 trainees for one
cycle. At the beginning
h
a
wanted do test me. I answered all of their questions
fnd whfn
T HL ii
did they accepted me. After that the men come to see
me and I
counsel them about the management and community development
problems.
’

COMPARING LIFE IN THE CAMPS WITH LIFE IN CAMBODIA

would like to compare my life in camp and my life here
My life in
the camp was quite different from here. When I lived in
the camp I
felt very comfortable because I got a house from the UN; I
got
training rations and a living. But now when I arrive in Cambodia
its
very difficult to live here.
I

If I can
feel boring,
Cambodia.
I

t
I

continue the training I got in the camps in Cambodia,
feel that I'm not Cambodian if I can't get a ob in
i

After the NGOs leave Cambodia, I want to help in any way I can.
can have my life working as a midwife, not in hospital, but in a
private clinic. Then it will solve my problem of self security.
If

I

When we come back to Phnom Penh, everything we have to buy.
tried very hard to find a j ob but it is very hard because the
government doesn't like us so much because we came from the camps.
They always say, "we have enough staff already."

I

When I arrived Cambodia, I still feel happy because I've found a
job with an NGO However, I'm afraid that in the future, when all NGOs
leave the country, that I may not find a job with the government.
.

When I lived in the camp, I had one house and land that UNBRO
provided to me but when I am in Cambodia I have nothing, house, lands,
rations but I can't say whether its better to live in camp or better
to live in Cambodia.
If I get the job with the NGO and it gives me
the salary to feed my family then life in Cambodia is ok, but if I
have no job in Cambodia, then I've got nothing but I can't say I would
rather be in the camps.

For the skill that

according to my skill but
skill in the future.

I
I

had in camp, now I can't find a j ob
hope that I will find a j ob to apply my

I feel the same as the people who spoke before, I feel that
everything in the camp including training was free so I felt very
happy to learn everything and to get trained in every thing in the
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camp. But for living, the rations that I
got from UNBRO or UNHCR such
as rice, canned fish, other things which
UNBRO provided to my family
was not enough to feed my family, so in that
respect my living in the
camp was not so good.
'k"k'k

m

The training that I got
the camp is quite different from here
o
because
when I was
camps, I was in Thailand and gathered skills
to Cambod ia but when I came to Cambodia it
is a lot
al ff e fence between what we did in the camps and what
we see here

m

,
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AH the skills that I have from the camps I cannot find
Phnom Penh because the skills aren't useful. I worried one day a ob in
husband will get sick and then we will have no money and no iob mvto
support our family. I think nearly all the families who have come
back
trom the camps have this problem. I talk with all of them who are
my
rr lends
Wnen we had UNTAC we have the money but now everybody has the
same problem. We have no job, we have no money. I don't think the
government today is happy to employ us because when we go them for
work they tell us "wait, wait we are trying to organize the new
government." But we don't believe that even with the new government
that we will get the jobs. Even with all of the skills we have from
the camps. We have no opportunity to find the work.
i

.

Since

them

I

don't know much English, NGOs don't want me to work with

I think that I don't have the capacity to save money to buy a
land and to build a house in Cambodia.

OPINIONS OF THE NON-RETURNEE PARTICIPANTS
The people who lived in Cambodia are different from the people
who lived in the camps.

It is very hard to compare who is better off between the camp
woman and the in- country woman. I don't think that there is
discrimination really. Some feelings that people have is that the
people who go to the camps don't like the country.

All the people in Cambodia are usually responsible for their
lives themselves. They don't have any support from someone. Its only
very rare that they get support from someone and when they do its just
a little bit.

The refugees have more capacity to find good jobs because they
have more training, more knowledge, good attitude and they have
confidence. I would like to adapt to the people who come from the
camps because they are very good, very nice and very calm.
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THE PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE OF CAMBODIAN WOMEN

Women in Cambodia need to be strengthened, to
confidence She needs skills In decisionmaking! Thisbe given more
if at the grass
roots level. The women at the middle level, they
still
communist rule and she cannot speak out about her ideas.fear the
At this
moment I don't think the government accepts the woman
as the leader
We have a Secretariat of Women's Affairs and it is
headed by a man 'if
we develop the rules of the government policy toward
women and teach
our women and men how to negotiate with each other then
this is the
most important thing.

To

*?

children

I

a woman in Cambodia is worse than in the camps. I have
two
have to look after. I have to give them education. I feel
Difficult with the thinking, difficult with the work
difficult with everything.
e

,

'k'kic

The Cambodian women can help themselves, they have skill,
knowledge and a lot of experience in their lives. For my future
planning I want to raise animals like chicken, duck and pig and to
have a pond for raising fish.

I feel that for most of the Cambodian women returnees it will be
impossible to improve their knowledge, because the training that they
got from the camps they cannot use, mostly because they can't find a

job.

To be the woman in Cambodia is not easy. If this woman doesn't
want to study and she doesn't want to have a j ob by herself, it is
hard. She cannot depend on her husband all the time. I think in this
regard the Khmer woman has improved a lot because she does not have to
depend on her husband like before.

If I have a job to do then things would be better. Some women if
they have a j ob then they have the problem of no one to look after
their children. I do not have this problem. If I have a j ob I can take
my children to my mother to look after. I would like the chance to
have the money to support my family.

To be a woman in Cambodia is not an easy life. When you have
enough you get married and you start to worry because you are now a
housewife. The husband gives you his salary for one month and you have
to use your common sense to know how to use this money. We worry maybe
that in the future, if you just spend and spend, you will have
nothing. Because I am a mother and wife, I think I can eat something
but I cannot. I must save it for my children. I have to keep some
money to buy good clothes for them, to buy food. And when the children
go to school you have to look after the house; cooking, cleaning,
picking up after the children. You have to get up early in the morning
to clean before you go to work.
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1
at t>e f° re the war we women we had no problem
y
f j^
We
have hope that Cambodia
will be improved like the developed country.
However when Pol Pot came we no longer want to live in
Cambodia any
more. We want to leave Cambodia. The life of the Khmer
woman has
changed very much.

,

,

kkk
For the Khmer woman is not an easy life. There is lots of
work and you have to have a strong body. If you have a husband hard
and
your husband is good, then there is no problem. But if your husband
is
bad, always going out, never wanting to help the family, going
for a
drink, chasing the girls and not respecting us. Then it is very hard.

It is difficult for me because my husband doesn't have a j ob
so
like many women, have to find a j ob and work and support the
family. When I'm sick or tired and my body says I cannot go and my
brain says I still have to go because if I don't go then we won't have
money to support the family.
,

I,

My husband still doesn't have a job because some men from the
camps were soldiers and cannot get jobs. My husband feels that he
doesn't like that I work and he must stay home. I explain to him that
we have to work together. I said to him, sometimes I work and
sometimes he works to bring home money to support our family. He
agreed. The only problem is that my husband says that even if I have a
job, I still must look after our children.
My husband thinks that the
house work is still woman's work, so he will not go to the market to
buy food.
kkk

Another problem is that my office works until 5:30 and I must
arrive home maybe ten or fifteen minutes after that or else my husband
thinks that maybe I've gone out with another man or something. It is
difficult to be at work and worry about what the man thinks about you
because you are out in the world. This is a change for the Khmer
woman

I think that being a woman, not just Khmer woman but also a
woman in the West is very difficult. We are the one's who have to be
pregnant, to carry the baby. On the other hand, I think that the Khmer
woman has it harder than the Western woman because we have the Khmer
traditions about man's and woman's roles. We need to show respect to
the man and we cannot do anything we want to do. In the past, if the
women wanted to study higher education, the parents would not agree.
I am the lucky one compared to my two sisters. When my older
sister wanted to go to school my parents told her she has to get
married. However, when they told me I had to get married I refused and
they agreed. When I want to go out with my friends, my parents trust
me because I have been responsible with my life. It is not very
difficult for me to be a Khmer woman because I can do what I want.
Other Khmer women do not have it so easy.
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man ln Cambodia is hard work even in the
5® a
family In my
ef e ^°
tl e war Iam the oldest sister
so I have to work so hard
}
5fa nuly.
?^
During that time it is very difficult to support
our
nS We are very poor
amily.
and my father has many wives. Since I am the
older sister I have to help my mother look after the
younger brothers
and sisters. To be a Khmer woman is very difficult
becausf she has to
earn money to look after the children. You have to
think a lot
**
I have had a very difficult life because
I was a child when I
got married. Now I have a j ob and my husband doesn't have
a job, and
now I think about the money that is spent on everything and my
never cares about it. When the woman goes to work and the man husband
stays
home she still has to think about managing the money for the
family
The husband never cares. He only cooks rice and looks after the

children

My husband doesn't like that I work and he stays at home. He
wants to hide his face. He doesn't want anybody to see. It make it
more difficult for me because he doesn't want to go to the market to
buy food. He wants me to buy things for him to eat. So I have to work
in the office and then I have to run around to buy food. He always
stays at home and I have to always work. My husband says that if I
don't go to the market to buy food then he won't eat. He gives the
children a bath and puts clothes on them and brings them to school.
Still he will not go to the market. He refuses to shop and he refuses
to wash clothes.

When we were in the camps my husband had to work and together we
looked after the children. Now he has no job and it doesn't mean that
he is bad. resides, it doesn't look good for the children to be
divorced. So we stay together. I love him because he is a good man and
an honest man and he respects me.

To be a woman in Cambodia you have to struggle
life. The problem that the woman has is too much. We
weakened by the years of war. Our minds are weakened
problems. Sometimes we feel a lack of confidence for

very hard in your
are women we are
by these
ourselves."

Interviewing the other women:
Key issues, problematizing strategies for action
,

After the completion of the sharing sessions, the collaborators
agreed to each interview two or three of their peers. In both
Battambang and Phnom Penh, before going out to do this, we discussed
the process of doing research. The research questions and methods of
data collection were agreed upon. Everyone eventually decided that a
friendly informal conversation using a tape recorder, but asking
permission first, was best. A few opted to use written notes.
In addition, before going out, the collaborators' group task was
to come up with and agree upon the purpose for doing the research so
they could answer when asked by the women they interviewed. Both
groups preferred to say that the research was for the foreigner. They
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women would want
Other concerns and questions about doing the research
.i
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interviewing, we reconvened.
I had advised both groups that immediately
after they did
interviews they should write up transcripts and underline what the
they
considered to be the key problems being faced by the women they
interviewed. They would then give these underlined transcripts to the
translators who would translate only the underlined parts into English
into a tape recorder and get them to me before the first of two
processing sessions with the collaborators. I then took these key
issues and put them onto a "problem tree" (see figures A & B,
15&16)
The total number of matching or similar responses were pp
put
into a single leaf (see #s below each leaf/issue). During our
processing sessions, the translators filled in the problem tree back
into Khmer language.
.
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B ATTAM BANG

A-My husband was
B-l feel isolated

a soldier in the camps.

He cannot

from the Khmer people because

I

find a job

live in

separate

village for returnees

C-The women have no rights to do what they want in Cambodia
D-The woman works all day, when she comes home the husband
makes it difficult for her.
E-My training in the camps was free, my food was free, no worries.

Now

everything

is

so expensive.

F-The land provided by the
will fight

am

UN

I

can barely feed

was not enough.

my

We

family.

need more land or the returnees

with each other

widow with no land and no job. I had skills and a job in the camps
It is of no use to me now.
H-I have no contacts here. There are many people applying for the same jobs
I don’t know anyone in the NGOs. It makes me hopeless. I had a job with a
woman’s group in the camps, -I woultHike ta start- one-now.
I-Since coming from the camps, I have no capital to start a business.
J-If the government could order the medical training in a good way, I can continue
my medical work. Now it is not good. The hospitals and clinics do not accept the people
camps they learned a different way.
K-Only one salary in my household. My husband and my skills are limited.
M-My training in the camps was education. The skills I have do not bring me a job in
G-I

a

such as typing and day care.

Cambodia. The government

policy

on education
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is

not good for the returnee s-

PHNOM PENH

Khmer society
A*It is difficult to be a widow in
We are looked down on. If we live alone they think
come. We have to live with other family.
we have a man

UNBRO to be
in the camps I was trained by
but not
taught in the camps. Now 1 have a job
me.
hire
won’t
government
as a teacher. The

B-When

I

a teacher.

was
I

C-I was trained in the camps, but
D-I had a job with
E-I worry

when

my husband

UNTAC

I

have no job.

and now

1

have no job.

the organization leaves th£

will

have no job and no money

was paid for by
F-In the camps everything

I

work

to rent

for that

I

or

a house.

UNBRO. Now we

have to pay

for everything.

house.
G-I have no land, no job, no
cash option from UNHCR-

H-I work,

We

my husband

does not.

I

live

He was

my

a soldier.

this
cannot support our families with
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with

relatives.

We

I

look the

have only one income.

******** *********

^ fter sharing with each other the problems and successes they'd
had doing the interviews, I asked that the collaborators
pick one of
the issues from the tree they felt strongly about.
I then took them
as a group, through a step-by-step exercise which
included finding the
r °°!r„ caua<
of ^he problem by asking continually the question,
::f
un 1 1 we had dug deeply enough to address the next step. "BUT
They
u
then had to decide what would be the resources and the
restraining
forces helping or hindering the process of addressing this issue.
The
final step in the exercise was to come up with a strategy for
addressing it. Illustrated below is one example from the Phnom Penh
group and one from the Battambang group of the above described
process
,

'

,
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Phnom Penh
TIIE ISSUE
After the

NGOs

Cambodia. I'm

leave

afraid

my husband and

I

won't have a job.

ROUP CAUSES
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.

6.

The organization finishes its contract in the country and has no money
to continue.
The government has no interest in continuing the organization.
Cambodia is unstable.
The organization did not train the Khmer people to continue their work after
they leave
The NGOs created a Western style institution and expect the Khmer to

the country.

duplicate'them both

and

in

The

NGOs

in the

camps

Cambodia.
didn't contact the places

where the Khmer took care of

this

kind of thing: the Wat, the Buddhist

place.

•Two

of the research collaborators work for the organization chosen for the force

+

FORCE FIELD ANALYSIS
RESOURCES

‘the organization has a good system for
sustainable development

-OBSTACLES
*

the old staff

international

•it

has a credit system for poor people

lot

*it

has a budget for helping repatriated

*

people
*it

of

new

there

is

from the original

NGO

is

good but there

is

a

staff

money, but only for two years

•the organization never trains the staff to

has a strong, skilled, well educated

Kltmer

field analysis.

improve their

staff

skills

•no one knows how to write grants

*it

has S for at least a few more years

*it

has a good contact network that

includes the local staff

*the director of the organization and their

Khmer

staff

have a good relationship with

the government's social service system

*the staff has

skills

about social service,

has self-confidence, and the power to give
advice to families
•vehicle

decision making for family intervention

and can advise the administration
*the staff has the power of decision-

making

for family intervention

STRATEGIES
Require the organization
All the staff

we

will

would

to give us

like the

more

schedule a meeting to present

these issues point by point so the

Encourage the

NGOs

skills in

administration, including grant writing

organization to listen to them and

make changes based on

this to the administration.

NGO

can survive on

to involve the temple

its

We

will

own without

etc...

their suggestions.

the Westerners.

and the monks and nuns more

in

the

community development

process by providing them with the resources to help serve the people. The temple provides the moral
values for development.
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So

organize this meeting and present

Battambang

The

skills

TIIE ISSUE
camps we can't use in Cambodia
women from the camps cannot use their skills in Cambodia

we have from

Sub-issue: the

the

ROO T CAUSES
I

-

Th e

instability of the

government policy

in

Cambodia,

i.e.,

many

parties, war,

communism,

centuries of

authoritarian rule
2.

The isolation of the returnee population from the local population
The corruption by the Khmer in the NGOs and in the local government. The Khmer

NGOs take bribes from both returnees and locals.
The NGOs in the camps did not look at the situation in

in

charge of hiring for

the

4-

5.

opportunities for

camp

UNTAC

problem

The

made

a

parties are

all

Cambodia

prior to creating educational or training

people.
in

Cambodia

after the election.

They

didn’t organize things with

FUNCINPEC.

protecting themselves.

ROO T CAUSES OF SUB-ISSUE
1.

Women

2.

When we

have no self-confidence.
apply for a job

no chance; we
3.

When we

apply for a job

to separate herself. In
4.

Also,
girls,

we

see

many people

in

men and women, and we

front of us, both

is

it

Khmer

the

Khmer

culture that the

woman

cannot stand

in line

we have

women have no confidence in Khmer society because of lack
and men have more rights than women to get an education.

of education. Boys have

Women

6.

Culture and tradition teach

7.

Culture and tradition are based on the books used in the schools and in the temple.
These books were written by men. Men wrote the rules for the women.

don’t speak up

in

with the men. She has

culture you are not allowed to be pushed physically against the

5.

8.

think

feel hopeless.

meetings and

women

if

to look

they do the

men

won’t

listen to

them.

low on themselves.
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man

more

in a line.

rights than

tlELD ANALYSIS
(This was based upon the government policy
issue
the women's sub-issue. The sub-issue conclusions only, not on
group were that they didn't necessarily have to made by the
the books written by the men were true but that believe that
for other women
it would take a lot of education for them
to feel
enough to challenge the traditions. The strategy confident
then was to
help women get more access to education).

+RESOURCES

-OBSTACLES

Advocacy on the part

of the
individuals from NGOs to
encourage the government to
change their policy toward
hiring returnees

Corruption in the
government

Too

many parties trying to

get power

Returnees have good

The

system is different
from the international
system, its too tied to the
politics and infighting
amongst the political
leaders

educations

They have language skills,
experience and time
They have drive and
determination

there is already too many
health staff for the
government to hire anymore

They have certificates and
references

*

They have

good
relationships with NGOs and
international agencies

They have self-confidence
They have health
They have good
communication skills
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the pay is low

STRATEGIES
*As a returnee to write a letter to the World Bank,
the Asia
Development Bank and other countries and tell them to fund
Cambodia more so that the government leaders will stop fighting
over their positions because there isn't enough money. This
stop the war, stabilize the country and help us to
continue the rebuilding of the economy and start addressing the
fact that the returnees have good skills especially in medical
fields and education and deserve the right to help rebuild
their country.

*To write a letter to PACT to tell them to help build strong
local NGOs and work with the CCC to advocate for straightening
out the government so people's needs can get met.
*At the personal level, there is nothing we can do about the
jealousy on the part of the locals toward the returnees. It is
better to just keep doing our jobs well and let time pass.

*Find advocates within the NGOs to continue to fight for the
returnees to have their skills appreciated and utilized.

In the next step in our process together both the group in Phnom
Penh and the group in Battambang broke into smaller groups and picked
two issues to address. They were told to go through the exercise
themselves, knowing that after an hour and a half they would have to
share it with the larger group. Below are the issues they addressed
and the strategies that both the smaller groups in Phnom Penh and the
smaller groups in Battambang came up with.
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Phnom Penh
ISSUE

We

have no job, no land, no capital for a business

ROO T causes
Just returned

1.

We
We

2.
3.

from the camps.

are poor.

have no relatives that can help.

The skills we learned from the camps can’t be used b here.
The certificates from the camps aren’t recognized by the government.
The training in the camps was short term.
The training in the camps to be a teacher is different than what they teach
They already have enough teachers here; they still won’t take us.
They have a different politics and a different textbook.

4.
5.
6.
7.

8.
9.

teachers here

in

Cambodia.

FORCE FIELD ANALYSIS
+

*We
*We

RESOURCES

-OBSTACLES

have been trained from the camps
have skills and experience on how to

*We do

not have a good friendship

with any ministry

run organizations and businesses

*No one

*We

for a business

have self-confidence

*We

has tried to give us capital

have no job because the

skills

are not suitable for the positions
available

*there

no one

is

problems

in

to solve the land

the villages and

provinces

STRATEGIES
*1

would

* I will

like to

try to

connect to an agency called

make

*1 will try to find
* If I

an organization which

can find a job

CRC

to get

some

land.

the connection with an organization that needs the

I

will try to

save

will give credit at

some money

same

skills

I

was trained

for in the camps.

low interest.

to start a business.

the land and build the house.
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I

will

use the

money from

the business to buy

ISSUE
In

our family only one person has a salary and one person’s
salary

is

not enough to support the family.

ROOT CAUSES
1.

My

mother and father are too old

to earn a living.

My

sister

and brother work for

FUNCINPEC

salary because of the politics.

3.

Too many people in my family.
The one salary is small and things

4.

We

5.

When we

2.

need to rent

in

and get no

the market are expensive.

a house.

have a problem we use our savings for the doctor and for the children
to go to school.

FORCE HELD ANALYSIS
+

RESOURCES

-OBSTACLES

have previous experience working in
libraries and speaking English and Thai
*1

*1

have a good friendship with people.

don

in

the

*

have self-confidence

*1

have some help from

*1

have computer

t

like

the job

I

was trained for

camps

*My

outgoing, not shy
*1

*1

house is not so good
housework makes me so busy

get out to find a job to earn

my

I

money

family

skills

SFRATEGIES
'Try to make friendly connections about available jobs.
'Try to make a timetable about the housework to then get out to
'try to improve her skills in the areas she is interested in.
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find the job

can’t

some

and earn some money,

Battambang

ISSUE
I

had the recommendation from my boss in the camps but
Khmer. I’m afraid to travel.

I

can

t

get to

Phnom

Penh.

I

grew up

feel like I’m fully

in

the camps.

I

don’t

ROOT CAUSES
1.

Lack of communication with

2.

Grew up in the camps
Doesn't know Cambodia

3.

local

5.
6.

UNHCR

7.

No money

didn

t

with International agencies

clearly

Has little experience
Has no support of the government

4.

Khmer and

think of the difficulties the people would face

when they

repatriated

them

for transportation to find a job

FORCE FIELD ANALYSIS
+ RESOURCES

-OBSTACLES

sewing and small business
‘high knowledge and capacity

‘Skills in

•experience

in

‘no good contact
* has no clear
idea about the area
where she lives

ideas creation

•good communication

‘doesn’t have skills in doing small

‘self-confidence

business

STRATEGIES
‘Set up a plan to try to find an organization

who does

credit schemes.

(UNICEF

and the Cambodian Women’s

Association)
‘Set up communication with people

who have

experience doing local business.

‘Set up good communication with the villagers for a potential loan and to establish potential customers.
‘Set up a credit scheme by contacting ICMC and take their training to strengthen small business skills.
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ISSUE
I’m afraid about

my job

after the

NGOs

leave Cambodia.

ROOT CAUSES
!

Have no communication or contacts with

2.

The

NGOS

and the government have

Not using the

skills

learned

in

camps

the

the

government on

in

the

NGO

4.

Haven’t contacted the government about original

5.

When working

with the

NGOS

we

a regular basis.

a different system.

administration.

skills.

deal with ministries other than the ones

we were trained

in

on the

border.
6.

The curriculum from the border is different than the local methodology
The government doesn’t pay attention to the needs of the returnees.
The local government has more power and is greedy about keeping it.
Ihe new government has no right to organize everything in opposition to
.

7.
8.
9.

10.

There

is

instability in the policy of

+
‘teaching

Cambodia

after the

UNTAC

a

new approach.

transition.

FORCE MELD ANALYSIS
RESOURCES

skills

-OBSTACLES
'

health

'certificates

'no

'recommendations
'work experience

government

'language

standard of living of the people

'high education

'we are newcomers

parallel

between new and old

'the government doesn’t think about the

'self-confidence
'

time

'determination

STRATEGIES
'Write a letter to parliament asking them to find a compromise for

this issues at all levels

of the government; address

the letter to the head of the national congress.

'To take more

training to find a job with a

2.

community development
administrative management

3.

communication

1.

4.

agriculture

5.

credit

6.

accounting

7.

computer/typing

8.

marketing

9.

10.

Khmer NGO. The

following are

skills that

should be gotten:

schemes

proposal writing
organizational development

'The important thing

is

to have the determination to train ourselves to

service in the society.
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become

a person

who

will

be available to do

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

When

arrived in Cambodia I felt worse because I had
no
ob and
b
even though I had skills to J do a
™y.P^ lva
U?ivate job. I have tried to find a j ob When
private
I went, I saw that many
ere aP lyin§
nly feW Were getting employed which made me
hon^L^ M 7 K 1 & Problem ° is low
standard of living because of no job
j
and IT don
t know anyone who can help me get
a j ob with an
government. If some day someone asked me to work with them NGO or the
I will be
very happy. I don't want to stay home for my whole life.
I

^>

i

>

.

J

1

‘

,

I hope that I can gather all the participants
who were in the
camps to decide where we can work in the future.
I would like to set a meeting and share
ideas about how to get a
job
Cambodia and where it is difficult and where easy to find an
income.
The reason why I want to do this is that it is very difficult
to find a job with the government. For example, if we have to
find a
job as a teacher, then we have to go through the educational system
required by the government.
If we don't have an education in
Cambodia, we cannot find a j ob as a teacher (nobody can).
So we have
to sit together and brainstorm our ideas about what is the best way to
get income to feed our families when the NGOs leave.
For the people
who have skills maybe it is not such a big problem, but the people who
don't have skills this is a more serious problem.

m

Even though here I need to spend a lot of money, much more than
in the camps, I am also paid much more now than I was in the camps.
I
spend, but I can save from my salary from vegetable planting and
animal raising on the land.
If I can save $60 per month. Someday I
can afford to build a house.

The life is better here then from camps because I am working
with an NGO. I plant vegetables and raise animals so I can improve my
living condition. I am working with
and I'm developing two more
skills.
The first is that I have been involved in translation and
interpretation from English and from Khmer to English. And then the
second skill is in community development.
Before I did not use my
English skill for translation. I just listened and understood for my
self. So this is good practice for me.
First I faced anxiety when I
had to translate, but now I love to do this. I am also improving in
the society process
project management, and knowing the problems of
women and other people around the city and rural areas.
:

For now I will try to study any course offered during my work at
so that if another NGO would like to ask me to work with them
overseas, I would be ready to work with them.

I have learned the skills of managing projects from the NGOs,
but even if the NGOs leave Cambodia, I don't think that I can start
one myself. However, if I make a group with people with different
skills then we can make a local NGO together.
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H

a

e
ula r idea toda Y a
over the world in development
T NG
fy P°P
S
hxn many fundin s sources around the world
? NGO
wrn Adevelopment.
\
h lp
local
So, maybe if you learn how to
rite proposals and you learn good management
of finances and how to
have a good solid organization then you can be
accountable for the
funding from the outside. So the future of the NGOs
is to be able to
write their own proposal and be able to get their
money so that they
continue to do the kind of work that all of you do now
for others for
yourselves
i-

k

-ia ?

,

I'd like to work with the government or other organizations
because I've got early childhood skills, so I'd like to use those
skills to work with the government or with a private school.
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A DIALOGUE
P

.

.

flight now

you re dealing with your own lives and how
you're soint
survive. Its hard to think how to solve the
problems of others
We
omen in America think that there is strength through
solidarity.
Often when we try to solve our problems alone, it
is very difficult
Sometimes we make a women group or organization to
help us solve our
problems together because we are stronger together.
S. Women s groups is not a solution to
the Khmer woman's problem. We
have a different system. We don't share because we
don't
strangers know. We don't ask suggestions from strangers want to let
to solve our
problems.
We just keep the problem inside.

Sometimes when we have a big problem, such as, we have no
feed our family or no money to start a business, or we have money to
bie
problem with the family or with the boss then we can let the a Khmer
women's associations know about this. But when we have problems
in our
family; personal problems with our husband, we just keep it
inside
Even though we have women's associations, they don't know the
problems
in our family.
They just know the big problem.
D.

P. I respect the traditional culture. I don't think that
Cambodian
women should be like American women because you are not American women
and I don't want you to be I think that solving problems is a skill
and if you solve your problems inside your family or inside yourself,
then that's OK. Maybe when you go to interview a woman, when you are
talking about this thing, it helps her to think about how to solve her
problem by herself.
.

I came back to Cambodia in 1992.
I am happy because I got a job
working with the same NGO as in the camps. At the first time I got
$160 per month but now I only get $80 a month. It's not enough money
to feed my family. Even though I have less money to feed my family, I
am more comfortable here than in the camps.
In* the future, after NGOs
leave, if I can't find a j ob with the government, I will do business
with my husband.

In the future I want to have more training in the sewing field
and open a shop to do sewing.

My husband died in 1991 during the fighting on the border.
After his death my standard of living fell down. It was difficult for
me to become household head.
I came back to Cambodia in 1992 and now
I have no job to do and I have no capacity to get a j ob with an NGO or
the government. My standard of living is now worse than in the camps
because I have no money to do a business. Nowadays I get support from
Initially
an international NGO and I feel better to live in Cambodia.
I used to live in a house where one day robbers came and raped me to
I
give them money and go to them. Since then I am very afraid.
couldn't live at the same village anymore so I moved to Battambang and
They are giving me more training in
I asked some support from an NGO.
weaving as I learned in the camps In the future I want to have more
training in sewing also so I can do some business after I finish the
training
.
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I think that all the women
can help
if some
organization helps us with the capital and themselves
provides us with some ideas
and some vocational skills training is given
to us.
•k'k-k

think that all the women in Cambodia can help
themselves if
NJ;
r any 0t
r
helps them to do ?he business.
?
i
I got ??J
training
the camp, the most favorite topic of mine
was
encouraging women with mental problems.
So in the
like to gather women who took courses with "Women future, I would
for Peace" to make
an association, a local NGO to help the women.
0

^

Ln

m^
-

After all NGOs leave from Cambodia, I will use my farm
or my
garden to raise the animals, grow vegetables and plants.
I think" that
the Cambodian women can have a best role in the future
because they
have training and more experience in their lives.
The women can help
themselves if they have skills and capital to start with. My
future
plans are to build agricultural skills, to work with the government
and especially to start my business.
So to achieve my goal in the
future, first I have to contact the government to get permission,
to
ind a good place and to find a company who can loan me some money
to
start a business.

In the camps I had plenty of time to study and the education
there was free. Here people have to pay for an education.
I think for
that reason it was a positive experience in the camp. So it is very
easy for me to come back and find a j ob But I think it is also good
and bad. If I'd never gone to the camps maybe I'd have a house today
but then again if I didn't go to the camps I wouldn't have gotten an
education and I wouldn't have a good chance to get a j ob today.
.

I sent an application to Phnom Penh to get a Government job but
until now I didn't hear from them. Maybe someday, they will think
about the skills and knowledge gained by us they will call people who
came from the camps to work with them.
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